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BRATVA BEAR SHIFTERS 


Book 1: Dad’s Russian Mafia Bear Best Friend 


DAD'S RUSSIAN MAFIA BEAR BEST FRIEND 


There’s a bear loose in the woods...and he wants to claim 
Callie Collins. 


Callie doesn’t know what to expect when she gets an 
internship in Russia at the last minute with Andrei, a friend 
of her father’s she hasn’t seen since childhood. She certainly 
isn’t expecting to find the hottest guy she she’s ever laid 
eyes on. Unfortunately he doesn’t seem to notice her at all. 
When he warns her to stay out of the woods and everyone 
around her starts acting suspiciously she realizes there is 
more going on than meets the eye. 


Andrei fights not to reveal how much he wants Callie. He 
remembered his best friend’s daughter as a nerdy young girl 
but the woman who stands in front of him looks good 
enough to eat and the moment Andrei sees her he knows 
she must be his. But how does he tell her that not only is he 
the wild animal he warned her about, but he’s a criminal 
too... 


As Andrei’s two worlds begin to clash and Callie gets caught 
in the middle they will both have to fight for everything they 
hold dear, including each other. 


But even that isn’t as hard as trying to fight their lust... 


*Dad’s Russian Mafia Bear Best Friend is a standalone 
romance with an HEA, no cheating, and no cliffhanger. 
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PROLOGUE 


Andrei 


| move through the undergrowth, every sense on alert, 
letting my eyes adjust to the half light. Summer in 
Arkhangelsk means the pale summer sun hangs over the 
horizon a few hours after midnight, turning the night into a 
time of mist and shadow, an early, eerie dawn. 


In my human form it’s beautiful enough to look at, but when 
l'm medved the landscape takes on a whole new form. It’s a 
kaleidoscope of senses, scents leaving trails across my 
mind’s eye. After all these years | should be used to the 
difference, but even now the first few minutes after the 
Change disorient me, which | dislike. In those moments | 
could be vulnerable to attack. 


| don’t do vulnerable. As a member of the Clan, vulnerability 
IS a weakness. 


We are guardians. 
And we are killers. 


I am hunting now, a last minute assignment from my bratva 
contact that | could have done without, truth be told, but 
our allegiance must be upheld. We are bratva, but not just 
that. We are something more. 


Something ancient. 


No one knows how long the Clan has been in Arkhangelsk, 
certainly centuries before the city itself came to be. Even 
our origin stories are patchy. Our leader - as much as bears 
ever have leaders - Mikhail believes we are not simply 
human-bear hybrids born out of some mistake but an 


original species entirely. Superior to both humans and non- 
shifter bears. Given how dumb both species can often be - 
especially humans - I’m inclined to believe it. 


If I’m honest, how we got here doesn’t really interest me that 
much. We are here, and that’s all that matters. This is my 
land and my territory, and | will defend it tooth and claw. 


| flex my claws as I pick up the scent I’m looking for and 
break into a run. | can feel the bloodlust start to come over 
me, the urge to rip and kill. It’s an urge | have to suppress so 
often that when a mission comes up it’s a relief to be able to 
unleash it. 


| feel no guilt over this kill. Why should I? The man I am 
hunting is a criminal, a drug dealer with no morals who 
thinks nothing of harming women and children. Of course 
the local bratva don’t care so much about that as they do 
the fact that he has double-crossed them and tried to 
disappear with their money, but it’s a win-win as far as I’m 
concerned. His death will be no loss to the world. 


Foolish, to try and hide out here, thinking he would be safe 
across the river, deep in the forests away from the city, in an 
old hunting lodge. One of the youngers in the Clan tracked 
him yesterday, but the kill is mine. 


As the lodge comes into sight | slow my pace, approaching 
the building on silent paws. For all our strength and size we 
can move as quietly as cats when we need be. At this time of 
the morning most people are asleep, but | doubt a man who 
knows he is wanted by vicious gang lords sleeps easily at 
any time. 


If only he knew what to expect. Some rumours inevitably 
circulate about the Clan although we do our best to keep 
track of that and keep our identity hidden, but if he had 
heard them he wouldn’t have chosen here to hide out. 


| break the lock quickly with my paw and enter the cabin, a 
low rumble coming from my throat. | can smell fear, 
degradation and cruelty, the man’s scent. | want it out of my 
nostrils, to be replaced instead by his blood. 


He is sitting at the table, sleepless as | thought. He freezes 
at my entrance, his face a mask of panic. He thinks | am an 
ordinary bear of course, albeit a huge one, but that is 
terrifying enough for a human. 


The scent of fear sharpens, acrid and biting. | growl loudly 
and he looks as though he will faint. Another smell, acidic 
and sharp, invades my nostrils and | see a puddle collect at 
his feet. It seems to snap him out of his frozen state and he 
grabs the pistol on the table in front of me and points it at 
me with shaking hands. Fool. If he knew who and what | am 
he would not bother. Our healing abilities are supernatural, a 
little bullet like that would be little more than a scratch. 


| close the gap between us to knock the pistol out of his 
hand as he clicks the safety off, then | stop and stare into his 
eyes. Baranovsky - the new bratva leader - wants this one to 
know why he is dying. 


My voice is low and rumbling and sounds as what it is - 
utterly inhuman. 


“Baranovsky says prevyet.” 


The man’s eyes widen so much | think they will pop out of 
their sockets. He starts to plead for his life. | am no fan of 
torture - unless strictly necessary - and so | silence him with 
one blow. His eyes roll back into his head and he slumps 
unconscious to the floor. 


| drag him out of the lodge and finish the kill. 


After I’ve disposed of the body - what was left of it - | go 
back into the lodge and change back to human form. After 
my senses have adjusted to the change | start to look for the 


money. He hasn’t bothered to hide it well, simply stashing a 
briefcase under his bed. I'll be keeping it as payment. 


| wash the blood off in the river and walk back through the 
forests naked, enjoying the cold glow cast by the summer 
sun. My home is situated on this side of the river, near 
enough to the city for business but far enough that | am 
afforded some peace and quiet. Other than my apprentice 
Ivan - a younger who will be learning more than software 
development - | have a housekeeper Marta who has been 
with my family so long | wonder if she isn’t some kind of 
supernatural herself. | have a new intern coming for a few 
months as a favour to an old friend, who I’m hoping will not 
stay any longer than necessary. | don’t want her distracting 
Ivan. 


And that’s it. Apart from when I need to mingle with the 
local Clan, | keep myself to myself. 


Most of us are that way. Bears, particularly shifters, are by 
nature territorial and solitary unless we mate, which we 
usually do only in order to reproduce. 


Without cubs of course, there would be no Clan. Yet we do 
not breed easily and produce mostly males. Female Clan 
usually do not shift, though they share our strength and 
healing abilities. Mating with human females is by nature 
complex, and I’ve never felt much of an urge to do so. 
Leaving the reproducing to others. Some shifters solve the 
problem by living double lives, which too often means giving 
up on territory and moving wholly into the human world, or 
coming to complicated parenting arrangements. Neither 
option has ever appealed to me. | would never leave my 
territory or my role in the Clan. | am bear through and 
through. 


Neither do | want to produce children | have little hand in 
raising until they reach puberty and we discover if they can 
Shift or not; an arrangement many male shifters come to. My 


father was one of them. Since | went through my first 
Change and left my mother back in Moscow, | have always 
been happy to be alone. 


And yet. As | slide into bed between expensive Egyptian 
linens, | realise how much space there is, even with my 
massive frame. Recently I’ve had fleeting thoughts about 
how it would feel to have another warm body next to mine, 
to not wake up alone every morning, but | have to push 
them away. Taking a mate is impossible. What woman could 
ever accept this life? 


| roll over and try to sleep, banishing my fantasies from my 
mind. After all, that’s all they can ever be. 


CHAPTER 1 


Callie 


“ Spasiba” | thank the air hostess, wincing at my accent. | 
spent most of the long flight to Moscow listening to a 
Duolingo Russian app, but I’ve never been great with 
languages. My dad, of course, can speak Russian well, just 
as he can French and German. 


My dad can pretty much do anything except offer a kind 
word to his only daughter. | remember him as always aloof 
and in control, his word being law in our house, but he’s 
been even worse since Mom died. It was the main reason | 
ran off to go to college. 


That, and to prove to my father that women can be 
successful at something other than having children and 
keeping house. | adored my Mom, but she was everything a 
traditional housewife should be. 


Which is everything I’m not. Dad has been trying to covertly 
marry me off to various friends’ sons since | turned eighteen. 
College was an escape. 


Except then | flunked my final year and had to return with 
the proverbial tail between my legs, to ask firstly for an 
allowance and secondly for him to help me get a job. 


| thought college would be the answer to all my prayers, but 
while | loved my course, the on campus culture was a 
different story, especially being a girl in classes that were 
mostly male. When I reported my computer engineering 
professor for trying to hit on me after class and then 
blatantly marking me down | wasn’t only not taken seriously, 


it was suggested | take a ‘more female friendly’ subject. | 
packed my bags and left that day. 


| mean, | kind of get it. | don’t look like the sort of girl who’s 
into computers and software. | have my father’s analytical 
mind, but my mother’s wholesome American Pie looks. I’m 
ivory skinned and curvy with bouncy blonde curls and big 
blue eyes. | look like | should be at a bake sale, or 
something. But | expected a so-called ‘progressive’ 
university to not be quite so behind with the times. 


Now here | am, on my way to an internship with a friend of 
my dads who | haven’t seen since | was twelve. 


All | remember about Andrei Kusnetsov is that he was huge. 
In that bodybuilder, lumberjack kind of way. I’m pretty sure 
he was handsome, but at twelve my innocent forays into the 
world of crushing on boys tended to revolve around floppy 
haired boy band types, not Russian men eleven years my 
senior the size of a mountain. | never spoke to him, but | do 
remember wondering what was going on with him and my 
father, because it always seemed a lot more secretive than a 
straightforward business friendship. 


My father runs security firms, lots of them, across America. 
Andrei is an anti-fraud software developer, and apparently a 
very successful one. It makes sense they would do business 
together. But....why the clandestine meetings late into the 
night and the muttered phone calls. The trips to Russia while 
me and Mom stayed at home? 


Deep down | suppose | know at least some of the answers. 
I'd heard the whispers over the years and | remember the 
way the other kids at school always seemed too wary to 
really make friends. The rumours that said my dad had ties 
with the American Mafia. 


Perhaps he has ties with the bratva too. 


But if Andrei was some mysterious Russian Mafia guy, I’m 
pretty sure my father wouldn’t send me here. He’s always 
been over-protective. It’s the only way I think that he knows 
how to show his affection. 


At least he’s given up trying to marry me off. He was furious 
when he found out | had ran off to school, but as the terms 
went by and | excelled and kept out of trouble he seemed to 
relax. To even be alittle bit proud. The look on his face when 
| arrived home and told him I had dropped out just before 
my final term had crushed me. | still don’t know why | didn’t 
tell him the truth. 


Or maybe | do. Maybe | didn’t want to see the ʻI told you so’ 
expression cross his face. To admit that the place | wanted to 
occupy in the world wasn’t a place the world was offering. 


My twenty-second birthday came and went. I tried to learn 
to bake. | wasn’t successful. Then out of nowhere, | was told 
Andrei had accepted me as an intern at his company, a 
position | hadn’t even known was on offer. That my father 
had arranged it all was obvious. | had tried to show my 
gratitude but he just shrugged it off as he does most 
emotions. 


So now, I’m on a flight between Moscow and Arkhangelsk, a 
city near the White Sea, right on the North East of Russia, a 
place I’ve never been. | have no idea what to expect, other 
than its cold, and | really hate the cold. Summer’s nearly 
over here, and I’ve heard the winters can be deadly. 


But it’s a good career opportunity. If | stick it out | might 
even be able to finish my degree in Moscow. If | can impress 
this Andrei with my skills, his reference could be invaluable. 


| look out of the window at the admittedly breathtaking 
landscape. In the midst of forests and mountains, the city of 
Arkhangelsk glitters. It looks tiny from here of course, 
showing the fragility of civilisation against the vast expanse 


of wilderness. | feel a shiver run through me. Andrei lives 
across the river, near enough to drive to the city in an hour 
or so, but hardly in the thick of things. | worry l'Il be isolated, 
but it’s not like I’ve ever really felt anything else. | managed 
to make some good friends at school, but we were never 
what you would call close. The fact that | wasn’t interested 
in going out drinking and pulling guys set me apart. I’d 
rather sit in my room and learn code. 


Feeling a pang of loneliness | rub the pendant around my 
neck. It was my Mom’s, a huge amethyst in platinum my 
father had apparently given her after she announced her 
pregnancy with me. It’s hard to imagine him doing 
something so romantic. 


| feel the plane tip, and out of the window see the city fast 
approaching, then the runway. | take a deep breath. 


I’m here. 


| get off the plane and immediately the cold hits me. And 
this is supposed to be summer? | go to baggage claim, 
keeping an eye out for Andrei. 


A tall, burly man not much older than me with dark hair and 
eyes steps towards me. 


“Callie?” 
| frown. This definitely isn’t Andrei. 


“I'm Ivan,” he says, holding a hand out. “Andrei’s personal 
assistant. He sent me to pick you up. We'll be working 
together.” 


“Hi,” | take his hand and try to smile, but | don’t like the way 
he looks me up and down. His nostrils flare, and for some 
reason it makes me feel uncomfortable. It’s almost as though 
he’s smelling me. 


“Let me take those,"' he says and lugs my bags onto his back 
as if they weigh nothing. | follow, wondering if I’m being 


mean. I’m sure he’s nice enough. 


If I’m going to make this work, | guess I’m going to have to 
try and be a bit more sociable. 


But as we check out of the airport and | get into his car, I’m 
certain | catch him checking out my legs, and with a casual 
sense of entitlement that makes my every nerve bristle. 


This is exactly why I stay single. 
“Is it far?” | ask. 


“Just under an hour's drive, as long as there are no delays 
getting across the bridge.” 


Great. | really don’t want to be stuck in a car with this guy. 
Mercifully, he doesn’t talk much on the journey and the 
roads are clear. We’ve been driving for about forty-five 
minutes when he asks me. 

“So, you started studying administration at university?” 
Administration? Does he think I’m going to be doing his 
filing? 

“No. Computer engineering and software development,” | 
say through gritted teeth. I’m somewhat gratified when his 
eyebrows disappear into his hairline. 

“Wow. Can you code?” 

“Of course.” 

He chuckles, and | want to punch him in the face. 

“That’s cute. I’ve never met a girl who thinks she can code.” 
“| don’t think. | can,” | say through gritted teeth. 

He chuckles again. 


“Okay don’t get salty. But you dropped out isn’t that right? | 
mean that’s nothing to be ashamed of, it’s a tough subject 
for anyone, never mind a girl.” 


| say nothing, but I can feel myself bubbling with rage. | 
hope his boss isn’t as much of an asshole or I’m going to be 
in for a rough six months. I’ve heard Russian men are 
traditional, but lvan’s accent shows he’s clearly spent time 
in America. He should know better. 


Then I think of how I was treated in college and have to 
concede probably not. 


I’m feeling glum as | follow Ivan up the long drive and into 
what is an admittedly beautiful house. Very modern, with 
lots of glass and blonde wood, though | also notice there are 
a lot of fires and fur rugs. Equipped for the cold. 


Ivan takes me into a huge kitchen with stone floors and a 
huge range. In spite of myself I’m impressed. 


“I'll take your bags up to your room and then | have to get 
back to the office,” he says with an air of importance. “Marta 
will look after you.” 


I wonder who Marta is. 
“isn’t Mr Kusnetsov here?” 


“No. He has a meeting. | believe he'll be back this evening. 
Either way, l'Il join you for supper.” 


He leers at me, and | make a mental note to check with 
Marta if there’s a lock on my bedroom door. 


Ivan stomps off with my bags and I look around the kitchen, 
feeling at a loss. A few minutes later an ancient looking 
woman appears. She smiles a gapped smile at me, and | see 
her eyes look younger than the rest of her. 


“Kak de’la?” She asks me in a soft voice. How are you? 


“I’m good, thank you. Tired,” | say, feeling a wave of 
exhaustion wash over me. It’s been a long journey. Warmth 
radiates from Marta, and I’m glad at least it’s not just me, 
Ivan and the elusive Andrei here. 


“Hungry?” She asks in a heavily accented English. | nod, and 
she waves me to a seat. Moments later there’s hot soup and 
crusty bread in front of me, followed by apple pie. 


“| love apple pie,” | say in delight. Marta smiles, looking 
proud. 


“I use American recipe,” she says. “For your arrival.” 


This small kindness touches me and | feel emotional. Trying 
to hide it | shovel food into my mouth. It tastes divine, 
especially after the slop they served on the plane. 


After | finish she shows me up to my room, which is large 
and spacious. Ivan has left my bags at the end of my bed, 
seemingly untouched. | wouldn’t put it past him to rifle 
through my underwear. 


“Supper is in three hours,” Marta tells me. She leaves and | 
collapse on the bed, looking out the huge window. I’ve heard 
the sun is always shining this time of year, and notice the 
thick black out blinds coiled at the top of the windows. 


The view is stunning. There’s no doubt this is a beautiful 
place. | stare out across at the forest, which for all its beauty 
looks dark and foreboding. | think of the little I’ve read about 
Russia. 


| really hope there aren’t any bears. 


CHAPTER 2 


Andrei 


| pace as | wait to be shown in to see Baranovsky. | don’t like 
the city. Of course Arkhangelsk isn’t as big or brawling as 
Moscow but even so, the noise and smells are an assault on 
my senses. Even in human form my senses are acute. 


Baraovsky’s office smells like leather polish, with an 
undercurrent of blood. It’s not wholly unpleasant. 


A pale, tall woman opens the door to Baranovsky’s inner 
Sanctum and nods at me. 


“You may come in.” 


As | approach she barely affords me a glance, but I’m bear. | 
smell the interest on her. My well-tailored suit doesn’t hide 
the size of my biceps or the thickness of my thighs, and | 
know it’s a look many women find attractive. My nostrils 
flare as | walk past her. She smells of expensive perfume 
which | know will cling annoyingly to the inside of my 
nostrils for hours after | leave here, and, weirdly, of bleach. 
Perhaps the perfume’s not that expensive. 


She’s beautiful in a classical Russian way, her cheekbones 
sharp enough to cut glass, but | don’t find her exciting. | can 
appreciate the cool aesthetic of her beauty, but it does 
nothing for me sexually. | can’t remember the last time | took 
much notice of a woman. My lifestyle is hardly conducive to 
either marriage or promiscuity. 


| ignore her, and sense her disappointment. She closes the 
door behind me as I step into Baranovsky’s office. He has his 
back to me and is standing, staring out of the window. 


Because of the secrecy that surrounds the Clan and what we 
truly are, we get briefed by Baranovsky himself. | always get 
the impression he thinks we’re beneath him. He’s been the 
leader of the local bratva now for a year, after the old leader, 
his long time mentor, died under mysterious circumstances. 
We all know it was him. Quite frankly | couldn’t care less. As 
long as we get paid, our secret gets kept and his goons 
abide by our restrictions, everybody is happy. One criminal 
lord is much the same as another. 


Except, there’s a particular flavour of viciousness to 
Baranovsky that I do not like. There’s something...sneaky 
about him. Even the bratva abide by their own moral code, 
but | doubt Baranovsky even knows what a moral looks like. 


He turns to me, a cut crystal glass in his hand. Probably 
vodka, it goes with the territory. Like most bears | don’t 
drink, it plays havoc with my usually cast iron digestive 
system. 


“Kusnetsov, pleased to see you. How was the drive?” He 
drips with an oily charm and gives me a Shark like grin that | 
don’t bother responding to. We don’t like each other, so why 
bother? I’ve never understood that about humans. 


“Same as always.” 

“| hear our mutual friend has been dispatched?” 
He means the guy at the hunting lodge. 

“Yes. He is dead.” 

Baranovsky winces. 

“There’s no need to be quite so...blunt, my friend.” 
| sigh and take a seat on his leather couch. 


“| don’t have a lot of time,” | tell him. I’m itching to get out 
of this office and back home. I’m expecting David Collin’s 
daughter today as well and | suppose I should be there to 


greet her. Something else | really can’t be bothered with, but 
will have to do. 


David was good to me when | was building my business, and 
took me under his wing. He’s also been a useful contact with 
the Mob from time to time. He doesn’t know about the Clan, 
of course. He knows I’m a hit man, but | suspect since my 
security software business took off he suspects I’ve retired, 
at least in terms of hands-on kills. 


As far as I’m concerned, it’s the only way to kill. Only 
cowards push a button and use technology. If you’re going to 
take a life you should at least have the respect to do it with 
your own hands. Or claws. 


Even so, there are favours and there are favours. Having his 
daughter move in for a six-month internship seems a bit of a 
stretch, but | gather there’s been some difficulties. I’m 
honoured he trusts me to keep her safe, but the last thing | 
need is some flighty young girl running around the office. 
She'll distract Ivan, for a start. 


Maybe she’s not that flighty, but more of a nerd. All | 
remember of her as a child is that she was gangly, with 
braces and permanently had her head stuck in a science 
book. I’ve never had much time for kids. | don’t exactly 
dislike them, there are a few cubs in the Clan that | see on 
the rare occasions we all get together, | have just never had 
much experience with them. | was an only child, and kept 
pretty sheltered, for reasons | didn’t understand until my 
first shift happened at puberty. Whereas most adolescent 
boys are having wet dreams and worrying about spots, | was 
taken to Russia to learn to control my strength and abilities. 


And to kill. 


| bring my attention back to Baranovsky. Although his 
expression hasn’t changed | can smell annoyance on him, no 
doubt at my sitting down without asking. 


“You wanted to see me? I’m assuming there’s a new job?” 
He nods. 

“I'll need you to go to St Petersburg.” 

| sigh. 

“Mikhail or Alek would be nearer,” | point out. 


“Alek will be in Moscow on another assignment.” He doesn’t 
mention Mikhail. There’s tension there. Our Clan leader is 
pretty imposing, even to a dyed in the wool sadist like 
Baranovsky. 


“How much?” 


Baranovsky mentions a sum that makes me whistle. 
Whatever the guy has done, he’s pissed them off big time. 


| don’t do this for the money. It all goes back to the Clan, and 
we have funds that go back to the time of the tsars. | would 
never admit it to Baranovsky but | enjoy the hunt and the 
kill. | get to use my natural bloodlust in a way that doesn’t 
harm innocents and doesn’t get me into trouble. In return 
the people that live within Clan territory find their lives less 
impacted by bratva shenanigans than others in Russia. And 
the Clan stays protected from those that would no doubt 
want to experiment on us. If the Kremlin knew of the 
existence of shifters, all hell would let loose. 


“Okay,” | say. What the hell, | haven’t been out of 
Arkhangelsk for a while. “Who’s the mark? What’s he done?” 


“American. He does business with both us and the poor 
excuses for ‘mobsters’ in Chicago. Seems he’s tried to doa 
double cross. Name, location and detail you will be given 
nearer the time.” 


“You want it to look like a hit or an animal kill?” 
“A hit.” 


Boring for me. But a bear wandering around the inner city is 
going to look slightly suspect, to say the least. | nod, and 
stand up. 


“Is that it?” 
Baranovsky allows himself to look annoyed this time. 


“Your kind is very discourteous, I’m afraid to say. You won’t 
even stay for a drink?” 


| just stare at him. What does he think we would have to talk 
about? 


“| don’t drink.” 

He sighs as though I’m a lost cause. 

“Very well. l'II be in touch. In about two weeks.” 
| nod and turn to leave. 


“You may go,” Baranovsky says imperiously, as though | 
wasn’t leaving already. Trying to regain some kind of upper 
hand. He’s a man who is used to everybody being terrified of 
him, and it must be difficult to deal with us bears. The idea | 
would kowtow to him is just laughable when | could rip him 
apart with my bare hands in seconds. These power plays are 
another thing about humans that | find ridiculous. 


| leave, walking past the woman, who gets up to accompany 
me out. 


“It’s fine, | know the way,” | tell her. She sits back down, 
looking disappointed. 


| emerge onto the street, holding my breath against the 
onslaught of noise and smells and get into my car. Sleek, 
black and very, very fast, | have to admit my car is one part 
of my human life that | enjoy. Even so as | drive away I’m 
fantasising about getting out into the woods and the river. 
Too long in the city always leaves me feeling faintly dirty. 


| get back and bump into Marta. She smiles at me warmly. | 
do have a soft spot for Marta. My contact with my mother is 
sporadic by necessity and so | guess Marta is now the closest 
thing | have to family after my father disappeared into the 
mountains a few years ago. It happens to a lot of us as we 
get older, the bear just takes over. 


Some days it looks more and more appealing. 
“Supper is ready. We have borscht.” 


| smile, probably the first time | have all day. Marta’s borscht 
is legendary. 


“Miss Collins arrived earlier. | showed her to her room. She 
and Ivan are in the dining room already.” 


“ Spasiba,” | make my way to the dining room, not missing 
the look of distaste on Marta’s face. She doesn’t like Ivan. 
Honestly, I’m not taking to the kid either. He’s a young bear 
who came to us late, the result of a one-night stand between 
his mother and a shifter who was passing through. He’s not 
Clan, but we don’t turn away other bears, so he came to me 
as an apprentice. | don’t know if he has what it takes to be a 
Clan member and become a bratva killer, but he’s a whiz on 
the computers. 


| walk into the dining room and see Ivan sitting with a young 
woman who must be Callie Collins. Then | stop as her scent 
hits me. 


Fuck. Me. 


| can feel my cock going hard at the fresh, sensual scent of 
her, which is all natural and all female. 


The sight of her is pretty good too. 


The woman sitting before me bears no resemblance to the 
scrawny kid | vaguely remember and | wonder if there’s 
been some kind of mistake. This woman is /uscious. There’s 
no other word for it. Baby blonde curls around a heart 


shaped face and huge blue eyes, and the jeans and white 
blouse she’s wearing, as casual as they are, do nothing to 
hide the lush curves of her figure. A primal desire sweeps 
through me. | want to pick her up, rip those clothes off and 
carry her up to my room and fuck her. Not necessarily in that 
order. 


No. Fuck isn’t the right word. | want to mate with her. Fill her 
with my seed. 


What is going on? This is my friend’s daughter. He’s 
trusting me with her. | try to compose myself, realising I’m 
staring at her hard and she looks almost scared. Ivan just 
looks amused. 


“Pretty isn’t she?” He says. The girl - woman - glares at him 
and he flushes and goes back to his food. 


Good for her. 


| nod a greeting at her, still trying to get a grip on the desire 
that’s pulsing through me, and sit at the farthest end of the 
table. 


“Erm, I’m Callie,” she says. | know that to a human | 
probably just appear plain rude. 


“| gather,” | say, remembering to use English as | start 
tucking into my borscht and ignore her hurt expression. | 
need to get a grip. She’s come all the way from America to 
the back of beyond. But small talk isn’t my strong point at 
the best of times. 


“How was your flight?” | grind out between mouthfuls. She 
looks slightly mollified. 


“It was long. | had a nap as soon as | got here. My bedroom is 
lovely, you have a beautiful home.” 


“ Spasiba.” | say in Russian. “I mean, thank you.” 


She smiles. “I know spasiba. That’s about all | do know. I’m 
hoping I can pick up some of the language while I’m here as 
well.” 

“I'll help you,” Ivan leers. The way he is with human women 
sometimes | wonder if this kid is a bear at all. Then the irony 
of that thought hits me. Here | am struggling to keep my 
cock in my pants and I’m judging Ivan? | don’t like the way 
he’s looking at her though, and resolve to have a word with 
him. 

Of course, I’m only being protective because she’s David’s 
daughter. That’s all. 

That has to be all. 

“When do I start work?” she asks. 

| haven’t even thought about it. 

“Whenever you like.” | still don’t meet her eyes. As long as | 
don’t look at her, and don’t inhale too hard, it will be fine. 


This will pass. I’ve clearly just been celibate too long. It was 
bound to get to me sooner or later. 


But with my best friend’s daughter? 
“How about tomorrow?” 
She’s keen. 


“Sure. We have a new client and it’s a pretty big project. I’m 
sure Ivan can use some help.” 


She looks disappointed. 
“Won't you be there?” 


| nod, still not meeting her eyes. The thought of being 
cooped up in the office with her is too much. l'Il go crazy if 
this feeling doesn’t subside. 


“I'll be about, yes. I’ve given this project to Ivan though.” /’m 
going to be busy killing people. 


| sense her relief. And something else. I’ve been so focused 
on trying to keep control of my own instincts | haven’t 
checked her out properly. Taking a deep breath | look at her 
and let my guard down. 


My cock springs to attention as | let myself fully inhale her 
scent, and again the urge to peel those jeans off her hits me, 
but I’m prepared for it now. | can ride it out. Just. 


Instead | let myself take her in. The slight shadows under her 
eyes showing she still has sleep to catch up with. The flush 
at the top of her chest, going down into her blouse...! pull 
my eyes away from the tops of her breasts. Her mouth is 
ever so slightly parted and yes, underneath the exhaustion 
and the nerves and the anger at my rudeness, which | have 
to admit she’s hiding well, | smell the unmistakable scent of 
desire. And judging by her reactions to Ivan it certainly isn’t 
aimed at him. | meet her eyes and see how her pupils dilate 
and her breath quickens. It would be imperceptible to 
anyone else but to me it’s obvious. 


She wants me too. 

Abruptly | stand up, pushing my plate away. 

“I’m going to bed, it’s been a long day.” 

| walk out, feeling her eyes on me, boring into my back. 


| feel bad leaving her with Ivan, but the kid’s harmless and 
she seems able to hold her own. Plus Marta is bustling about 
which will give her some company. Marta needs someone to 
nurture. 


Nurturing is not the word | would use to describe what | want 
to do to her. I’m torn between following my instinct or my 
duty. She’s an employee, for God’s sake, as well as David’s 
daughter. The ethical implications of this hurt my head. 


My body however clearly couldn’t care less. Her scent is still 
in my nostrils, still driving me crazy with desire. My cock 


strains against my suit pants, needing release. | unzip and 
close my hand around my shaft, knowing it’s a poor 
substitute for her pussy, but it will have to do. 


Perhaps, if | relieve myself and then shift and go for a good 
run, | will get it out of my system. Otherwise | don’t know 
how the hell I’m going to work in the same room as her. 


It's a relief to give myself permission to fantasise about her, 

my hand working my shaft as | think about unbuttoning that 
blouse to reveal what | can only imagine are full, creamy tits. 
| picture her straddling me, those tits swaying in front of my 

face, tempting me to take her pink nipples in my mouth... 


| hear a low growl and realise it’s coming from me as | pump 
harder, desperate for relief. I’m thinking about her pussy on 
my cock, her moving her hips in time with mine as | grip 
those curvy hips and that tiny waist and move her onto me, 
riding me.... 


| cum all over my hand and thighs with a long, drawn out 
growl, my legs shuddering. The intensity of the orgasm 
shocks me. 


As | get changed and clean myself up | can hardly believe 
what I’ve just done. | feel like a naughty schoolboy with a 
crush. My attraction to this woman is insane. 


It’s also impossible, for more reasons than I need to mention. 


| list them to myself anyway, as if in doing so I can talk 
myself out of my desire for her. 


She’s David’s daughter. 

She’s technically an employee. 
She doesn’t know I’m a killer. 
She doesn’t know I’m not human. 


Any one of those alone would be a good enough reason to 
keep away. 


| leave the house by the back stairs and jog into the woods, 
almost as desperate to shift as | just was to orgasm. Giving 
in to one primal instinct has only exacerbated the other. 


Bear form is a blessed relief. | run, bathe and roll, and even 
sleep for a while in the half light. This is my home, my 
territory. Mine. 


Of course it currently has the smell of Ivan over it which gets 
on my last nerve, but hopefully soon enough the kid will 
have matured and will be granted his own territory. Having 
not found us until a year ago and spent his adolescence 
trying to suppress his shifts, he seems younger than his 
twenty-three years when it comes to his bearhood. 


As | walk back to the house and get into bed, I’m chanting 
my list of reasons silently to myself. The cool air on my skin 
and my body pleasantly exhausted from the shift, | feel 
confident | can control myself. That tomorrow, | won't feel 
the need to mate and claim her, and I can just be the 
protector I’ve been charged to be. 


But as | drift into sleep my earlier fantasies swim before my 
eyes and | feel my cock stiffen again. 


This is going to be harder than | thought. 


CHAPTER 3 


Callie 


| wake up disoriented. The harsh, cold light of the early 
morning sun streams through the window. | sit up, rub my 
eyes and remember where | am. 


Then | remember him. 
Andrei. 


Nothing could have prepared me for the sight of him. | 
remember him being huge, muscular and ruggedly 
handsome, if you like that sort of thing, but | remembered 
that through the eyes of a twelve-year-old girl who preferred 
books to boys. 


Seeing him now, as a grown woman, was completely 
different. | don’t think I’ve ever seen a man who ooze so 
much sex appeal in my life. Especially in that tailored suit, 
which did nothing to cover his size. 


| bet his abs are amazing. 


| swallow, remembering the jolt of lust that went through me 
when he finally deigned to look at me. | was instantly wet, 
and that’s an entirely new occurrence for me; never have | 
felt instant attraction for a man like that. In fact, compared 
to the effect Andrei had on me I don’t think I’ve ever 
experienced real lust before now. 


It took me forever to get to sleep. | kept thinking about him 
lying in bed somewhere else in this huge house. | wonder if 
he sleeps naked...Thinking about his hands on me, about 
how it would feel to have him inside me... 


Not that | have anything to compare it to of course. Not a 
thing. Nada. I’m as innocent as fresh snow. 


That’s how | know my fantasies are pointless. Not only he is 
my dad’s friend for a start, but he probably has a whole 
harem of women just begging to fulfil his every need. Any 
man who looks like that must have women falling all over 
him. 


If he wasn’t so damn rude, anyway. 


I’m trying to give him the benefit of the doubt for being 
tired; apparently he had been to the city on business 
yesterday, but his social skills over supper last night were 
abysmal. Unless he just doesn’t like me, but I’ve only been 
here five minute. | can’t think of what | could possibly have 
done to offend him. 


Maybe he just doesn’t want me here. He’s doing a favour for 
my dad and I’m under no illusions that he desperately needs 
my skills. He probably wasn’t even advertising for an intern. 


In which case, | decide as | get out of bed and go over to the 
en suite to have a shower, | had better impress him with my 
Skills if | want this job to work out. | can’t go in there 
swooning like a love struck teenager just because he’s 
attractive. 


Even if he is the most attractive man I’ve ever seen. 


But as much as I try and keep my focus on my first day in 
the office, as | stand in the shower and feel the water run 
over my naked body | know it’s not going to be quite that 
easy. As the water runs down my breasts | wonder how it 
would feel to have his huge hands on them, cupping their 
weight in his palms. Every nerve ending in my skin feels 
ultra sensitive, my clit pulsing between my legs. When | get 
out and dry myself my nipples are so hard and erect that 
even the ultra soft towel rubbing over them makes them 
throb. 


| put on my thickest bra. Then black jeans, a white tee and 
my sneakers. Pretty much my usual attire. | did bring a 
couple of nice dresses just in case | got any free time, but 
I’m not sure where | thought I’d be wearing them. | do my 
best to scrunch my wet curls into some kind of shape, slick 
on a bit of lip gloss and mascara, and make my way 
downstairs. 


There’s no one in the kitchen, but there’s a plate of pastries 
that Marta must have left out, and a coffee machine. | help 
myself, looking around me trying to take in the reality of my 
situation now that I’m actually here. 


l'm in a country I’m not used to, in a house that’s not mine, 
working in an office with two men | barely know. One is 
clearly a sexist idiot, and the other is both irresistibly sexy 
and appears to have the social skills of a rock. If | don’t stick 
out this internship, my chances of a career in computers are 
probably zilch, it looks like it’s going to be a long six 
months. 


On the upside, | think as | dig in to one of Marta’s delicious 
pastries, the food is going to be great. 


| finish eating, swig my coffee and make my way to the 
office. 


Except that no-one has shown me where the office is. 


| wander around for a bit, before spying a desk behind a half 
open door. | poke my head in, but this is clearly a personal 
workspace with only one desk. I’m about to come back out 
when I hear a voice behind me, making me jump. 


“What the fuck are you doing?” 


| turn round and see Andrei, who looks furious. His voice is 
impossibly low and rumbling, almost like a growl. I’m 
immediately indignant. 


Except, damn it, he looks so hot. In a tight black crewneck 
and black jeans, his impressive physique is immediately 
obvious. His white blonde hair and startling green eyes pop 
against the black. That full mouth is twisted in what could 
almost be the beginnings of a snarl, which somehow only 
adds to his sexiness. 


Still, there’s no doubting that he’s pissed. 


“| was trying to find the office. No one bothered to give me 
any directions,” | added pointedly. He looks slightly 
mollified. 


“That’s my study. Don’t go in there.” He reaches behind me 
and slams the door shut, then takes his a key out of his 
pocket and locks it. Clearly just a big cuddly ball of trust, 
this one. 


“Got it,” | say. He just stares at me, doing that weird nostril 
flaring thing that he seems to share with Ivan, and I’m 
suddenly acutely aware of how close he is and how male he 
is. My head comes up to his chest, and in that tight shirt 
there’s no denying just what an impressive chest that is. 


There’s a moment where we just look at each other, so close 
we're almost touching, and | can’t read his expression at all. 
| suddenly very desperately want him to touch me. 


But he doesn’t. Instead he spins round and stalks off down 
the corridor. 


“Follow me,” he throws back over his shoulder. | do as he 
says, trying to calm my heart rate with long exhales. 


| have a crush on my boss. My very rude, stick-up-his-ass 
boss. This is so not a good look. 


He leads me down to a large room with huge glass windows 
that open to an impressive view, | can see the forest and, | 
think, a river. There are big, spacious desks, a few SMART 


boards and some impressive looking tech. Ivan is sitting at 
one of the desks. He looks up at me and winks. | smile thinly. 


“Did you have breakfast? Marta left some pastries out?” 
“Yes, they were delicious.” 


“Not the only thing,” Ivan says, unashamedly looking me up 
and down. | bristle and am about to retort when Andrei 
speaks in that growly voice again. 


“Cut it out. We spoke about this.” 


Ivan shrugs and turns his attention back to his screen, 
though | see a flush across his cheeks. Anger or 
embarrassment I’m not too sure, but when he speaks there’s 
subservience in his voice. 


“I'm sorry, you’re right.” 
Andrei nods, satisfied. 


“Here Callie, we’ve cleared a desk for you.” Andrei waves me 
over to my seat and starts up a monitor, all the while telling 
me about his new security software project and how | can 
help. In terms of what he wants me to do it’s fairly low level 
and well beneath my capabilities, but | can hardly complain. 
I’m an intern who dropped out of school, | have to remember 
how lucky | am to have this place at all. And there’s plenty 
of time to earn his respect, on a professional level at least. 


Once he’s shown me my tasks, I’m pretty much left to it. 
Andrei is in and out of the work space and often on the 
phone barking orders in Russian. | can’t help but notice how 
comfortable he is giving orders, this is a man used to being 
in charge and used to being obeyed. He doesn’t waste time 
on niceties. 


There’s something else about him too, something | can’t 
quite put my finger on, but it’s almost...animalistic. He 
prowls, rather than walks, and there’s that growly thing he 
does with his voice. He’s a stereotypical caveman, | think as 


| watch him surreptitiously from under my lashes. He 
probably eats raw steak for breakfast, rather than Marta’s 
dainty pastries. 


With my head focused on the task at hand I’m in enough of 
a work mode that I’m able to observe him without dissolving 
into a puddle, but there’s still no denying his effect on me. 
Any time he leans over to see how I’m getting on my heart 
rate picks up and my pulse throbs of its own accord as 
though my body is acutely aware of his presence. A pulse 
starts up between my legs that | have to squeeze my thighs 
together to arrest. Perhaps l'Il get used to it, I try to tell 
myself. A few weeks and l'Il be immune. 


| doubt it, but a girl can hope, right? 


Obviously having taken Andrei’s admonition on board, Ivan 
mercifully leaves me alone, though on a few occasions | 
catch him looking at me when he thinks I’m not looking. I’m 
used to dealing with guys my age trying to get a bit fresh, 
but though | would never admit it to him but there’s 
something just a touch intimidating about Ivan. Though his 
stature isn’t nearly as impressive as Andrei’s he’s not small 
either, and there’s a macho arrogance about him I’ve seen 
before in men. It usually comes with a sense of entitlement 
to women’s bodies that college taught me about all too well. 
| can’t say I’m thrilled that once again I’m having to 
navigate some guy who thinks that | owe him some kind of 
attention. 


The paradox to that is | know if it were Andrei he could have 
all the attention he wanted and then some, but he couldn’t 
seem less interested. He barely ever looks me in the eye and 
seems wholly distracted by everything else. | wonder if he 
has a girlfriend and try to imagine what she would be like, 
but then feel a pang of jealousy that stops my ruminations 
short. Jealous? The last time | felt anything resembling 
jealousy was when my best friend in seventh grade started 


hanging out with a girl who was infinitely more popular than 
me. This is something else. 


Finally we break for lunch, and I’m relieved to get up and 
stretch my legs. | look out at the landscape. 


“It’s certainly beautiful here,” | say to no one in particular. 
Andrei looks up at me, his expression guarded. 


“Yes it is,” he says and | catch something like pride in his 
voice. As if all this land beyond the gardens actually belongs 
to him. 


Ivan heads out of the office. 


“I’m starving,” he announces, “l'Il see you guys in the 
kitchen.” 


I’m suddenly aware that I’m alone again with Andrei. 
Wanting to keep him talking | wave my hand, indicating the 
view out of the window. 


“I might go for a walk after dinner later, explore a little bit.” 
He looks angry. 

“You can’t,” he snaps. | frown at him. 

“It’s not private land?” 

“It’s not safe.” 


Oh. | stare out at the dark forest, remembering my feeling of 
foreboding yesterday. “Do you get...bears and things up 
here?” 


A strange expression crosses his face that | can’t fathom. He 
hesitates a long time before answering. 


a Yes,” 


| nod. Bears are a good enough reason not to go wandering 
around in woods | don’t know. Not that | know a lot about 
bears, but | certainly wouldn’t want to bump into one. 


He’s standing behind me looking out at the landscape with 
me, and there’s a subtle change in the atmosphere in the 
room | can’t name. | realise I’m holding my breath. 


“There’s a legend about bears in these woods,” he says ina 
quiet voice. | look at him, but he’s still gazing out of the 
window. 


“Oh?” | want him to keep talking. 


“Yes. They say the bears have been here for thousands of 
years, before Russia was ever even called that. Before 
humans even arrived. The bears are the guardians of the 
land, the protectors of the people...as long as the people do 
nothing to harm the land or innocents of any species that 
live upon it.” 


“What happens if they do?” | ask, feeling cold. | wouldn’t 
have had him down as a mythology buff, but he speaks so 
seriously, | get the impression he’s telling me something 
very important. 


“The bears kill them,” he says simply. Somehow his lack of 
emotion is completely chilling. 


“Have you ever seen a bear here?” 


He looks down at me then, and his green eyes have 
darkened to hazel. His gaze is almost hypnotic. 


“Many times,” he says. | feel like there’s something he’s 
telling me that I’m not quite catching, and then before | 
know it, I’m in his arms and his lips are crashing down on 
mine. | don’t know how it happened or who made the first 
move, but it’s happening. 


Those huge arms are around me, one hand burying itself in 
the nape of my neck and tangling in my hair. His lips are 
softer than | would have imagined, warm and insistent, and | 
feel my mouth yielding to his, a small moan low down in my 
throat escapes me as his tongue begins to explore my 


mouth. My legs go weak and | can feel myself grow wet 
between my thighs. | want him. It’s crazy and impossible 
and shouldn’t be happening but | don’t care. | want him so 
badly it hurts. The need grows in me, liquid fire between my 
legs, and my nipples are painfully erect where they’re 
pushed against his chest. 


| want him to touch me. | can feel his cock, hard and thick 
beneath the rough material of his jeans, pressing against my 
thigh and without being fully aware of what I’m doing | push 
myself into him, wanting more. Desperate for more. 


He lets go of me without warning, staring at me, that 
inscrutable expression back in his eyes and | feel almost 
bereft. 


“I'll be in the kitchen,” he snaps, and walks out. 


I’m left staring after him, touching my fingertips to my lips, 
wondering what the hell just happened. 


CHAPTER 4 


Andrei 


What the hell just happened? 


| walk away from her as fast as | can, burning with both 
desire and guilt. | want her so badly it’s all-consuming, every 
sense and nerve ending is on fire. The bear in me is roused. | 
want to claim her, protect her, mate with her. Make her mine 
and mine alone. 


But | can’t. The idea is just crazy. David is trusting me with 
his only daughter. What was it he said to me? She’s naive, 
gullible. Ran off to the big city thinking she could do it all by 
herself. She needs some stability, and something to do with 
that mind of hers. As if her intellect is a burden. Perhaps it is 
to him, David is a pretty old-fashioned guy. He trusts me 
with her, no doubt because I’ve never had a reputation as 
any kind of playboy. 


She’s been here less than twenty-four hours and I’m already 
struggling to keep it in my pants. 


All morning she’s been driving me wild. She’s good at hiding 
her interest if | were human | would never have picked up on 
it, but to my heightened senses it’s like an intoxicating 
fragrance. To put it crudely, it’s like she’s in heat. 


For me. 


I’ve been trying so hard not to give into it she probably 
thinks I’m a rude bastard. She wouldn’t be too far off, | had 
every intention of being as pleasant as possible to her while 
she was here. She’s a long way from home and lost her 


mother not so long ago. Instead I’ve been stomping around 
and then lunged at her out of nowhere. 


| need to apologise. And to somehow let her know that this 
isn’t a character trait of mine. | don’t go around lunging at 
interns. At any woman. 


Right now however | just can’t face her. I’m still hard from 
the sensation of holding her. | can still smell her all over me 
and still taste her in my mouth. If | go near her now | can’t 
guarantee it won’t happen again. My God, the way she 
moaned into my mouth and pressed her body into mine with 
such complete abandon...I’m not a saint. Five more minutes 
of that and | would have had her bent over one of those 
desks, her jeans pulled down around her thighs while | 
pumped in and out of her... 


I’ve got to get a grip. | take a few deep breaths, allowing my 
body to calm down and my heart rate to slow. | don’t want 
Ivan picking up on this. His ability to use his senses is 
getting better, and if l'm not careful he’ll pick up on exactly 
what is going on. My warnings to him to keep away will 
sound like nothing more than hypocrisy. 


Jealousy. 


There’s another reason that Ivan’s obvious attraction to her 
riles me. 


She’s already at the dinner table when | enter the dining 
room, doing her best to look interested while Ivan brags 
about his achievements. She looks up as | come in and her 
face immediately flushes as she sees me. | can sense her 
lingering desire and her hurt. 


She feels rejected. 


For some reason the thought of her in any kind of distress 
bothers me, | want to hold her and tell her it’s okay. This 
urge to soothe her feels alien to me, and | don’t like it. Not 


wanting to give in to it | ignore her gaze and sit down. | 
sense rather than see her dejection the slump of her body 
and the way she almost has to tear her eyes away from me. 


| eat quickly. As usual | eat three times more than a normal 
man would. Ivan eats a lot too. She looks at us in 
amazement. 


“Wow. | didn’t realise software could make a guy so hungry.” 


“| work out a lot,” Ivan says by way of explanation, glancing 
at me. This is another hazard of her being here that | wasn’t 
able to tell David, too long around me and Ivan and she’s 
going to realise we’re not quite your typical guys. 


“There’s a gym in the basement,” | tell her without meeting 
her eyes. “You're more than welcome to use it. Make yourself 
at home.” 


She looks at me sharply, and there’s an accusation in her 
tone. 


“It would help if anyone had shown me around.” No doubt 
she’s still sore about me accusing her of snooping this 
morning. My study is off limits. I’m careful of course not to 
ever have written evidence of my ‘assignments’ from 
Baranovsky, but there are still things in there | don’t want 
her to see, including some Clan records that Mikhail has 
trusted me with. Bears don’t really have a hierarchy, but | 
guess I’m kind of the second-in-command. | do a lot of the 
more dangerous kills, train up some of the youngers like 
Ivan and generally oversee things when Mikhail isn’t around. 
Usually everything goes along just fine and the Clan only 
rarely comes together, which suits everyone just fine. It’s 
different when there are cubs, we all take responsibility for 
their welfare, but there haven’t been cubs in the North East 
for years. 


Immediately | think about Callie. Her body swelling as she 
carries my offspring. | shovel food in my mouth in an effort 


to distract myself from the thought. 


When we’ve finished eating Ivan gets up and goes back to 
the office. Callie makes to follow him. 


“Wait,” | say to her. “We need to talk.” | cross the room and 
shut the door, turning to her to see she has crossed her arms 
over her chest and is glaring at me. She has every right to 
be mad. 


“Yes?” 

“What happened back there...?” 

“You mean when you kissed me?” 

| kissed her? As if she had nothing to do with it? 
“| would have said it was a mutual endeavour.” 
She blushes but stands her ground. 


“Well maybe, but then you just stomped off like...like you 
were bitterly offended. You’ve done nothing but rude to me 
since | got here, and | thought fair enough, I get that you 
only took me on as a favour to Dad, but then you grab me 
and kiss me and...” her voice trails off. She’s angry and 
confused and still giving off the smell of desire and I’m torn 
between wanting to soothe her hurt feelings and wanting to 
fuck her until | can’t see straight. 


| just can’t seem to get my head straight around this woman. 
But | know | need to do the right thing. 


“I Know. | was wrong and...| apologise.” My own contrition 
shocks me. Rarely do | apologise for anything. What do | 
have to apologise for? | live a mostly solitary life, and | 
certainly don’t apologise to marks before | kill them, that 
would be hypocritical. 


For this though, | am sorry. Even if it’s at the same time | 
desperately want to do it again. | take a step back, keeping 


myself away from her. 


She looks surprised, and | can sense she’s disappointed, 
although | doubt she will admit to that. 


She doesn’t. 


“Thank you, | Suppose,” she says, doing her best to look 
affronted, but | sense sadness coming from her. 


“It won't happen again,” | assure her. She nods. 
“Okay. | mean...good.” 


There’s an awkward silence that seems to go on forever. 
Eventually she walks past me with her head held high, 
taking care to keep as far away from me as possible. | wait 
until she has passed and then turn to watch her walking 
down the corridor, trying not to stare at those fine hips 
swaying in her jeans. 


| feel remorse, but right now | don’t think it’s from kissing 
her. 


It’s from promising not to do it again. 


CHAPTER 5 


Callie 


Bastard. 


Tears sting my eyes as | walk back towards the office, and | 
brush them away angrily. | don’t know who I’m madder at, 
him or myself. 


| understand why he would be sorry. He’s my Dad’s friend. 
I’m essentially in his care. Well, not quite, I’m not a child, 
but | know Dad still thinks of me as though | reached twelve 
and mysteriously stopped aging, and he will expect Andrei 
to be ‘looking after me’. So of course Andrei feels bad. 


So why kiss me at all? For all of his almost ridiculous 
masculinity | just don’t get the sense that he’s any kind of 
sleaze. Up until that kiss and the few minutes before it when 
he was talking to me about the bear legends, | hadn’t even 
thought he approved of my presence. He’s been downright 
unfriendly. 


So where had that come from? Okay, so it was me as well. | 
was hardly protesting was I? In fact if he hadn’t pulled away 
| don’t think | would have stopped him at any point. I’ve had 
a few drunken kisses before, but nothing like that. His mouth 
pressing on mine like he was claiming me, owning me. It felt 
amazing. | wanted him, even though | know | have no idea 
what | would have been letting myself in for. When | felt him 
through the denim, he felt huge. 


Not that | have anything to compare it to of course. At 
twenty-two, I’m still a virgin. It doesn’t seem that old to me, 
but to the other girls at school it was ancient. | had been 
made to feel like my virginity was something to be given 


away as soon as possible, like a nasty old sweater given to 
you by your grandmother at Christmas. To be worn as long 
as socially necessary and then discarded. But | just don’t see 
it like that. Maybe it’s because | had a somewhat sheltered 
childhood given my dad’s control issues and the fact that all 
young men | knew were scared of him, but I’ve never met a 
man I’ve wanted to get close to. To be intimate with. The 
rampant lust that Andrei stirs up in me is entirely new. | 
wonder if it’s just because it’s forbidden. Something my 
father wouldn’t approve of. Like the excitement | felt 
applying for school without his expressed approval. Yet as 
much as | try and convince myself that that’s the answer, 
the more | know I’m lying. This is more than post teenage 
rebellion. The way my body responds to Andrei is something 
much more primal. 


For those first delicious moments while we were kissing, | 
could have sworn he felt it too. Then he pushed me away. 


My pride is hurt, of course but it’s more than that. How can | 
stay here now that this has happened? Wanting him every 
day but knowing it’s impossible? Having to work with him 
and talk to him - not much maybe, as he’s hardly Mr Chatter 
- but still feeling this way and not being able to do anything 
about it? Six months will be unbearable. And yet the 
thought that he himself might decide to send me home after 
this leaves me feeling almost bereft. 


When I get back to the office | do my work as quickly as 
possible and ask if | can be excused until the morning. 


“| need an early night,” | say. “I think | have jet lag from the 
flight.” 

“Of course,” he says, still not looking at me properly. “| 
should have let you rest for a few days.” 


“It’s fine,” | say. Fake chirpy. “I'll be ready to go in the 
morning.” | need to get away but at the same time I'll be 


damned if | screw up a great opportunity over this. 


If I’m honest | don’t want to look weak in front of Ivan either. 
He would have me making his coffee and doing his filing ina 
heartbeat. 


| find Marta and ask her if | can have supper in my room. She 
looks concerned, her head tipped to one side, she eyes me 
like a small bird. 


“Is everything alright dear?” 


“I'm just tired,” | lie to her too. I’m the least thing from tired, 
if anything I’m full of an almost manic restlessness. Almost 
as though I’m a glutton for punishment | decide to phone my 
father. 


As soon as he answers | feel a wave of homesickness. | 
almost ask him to put Mom on and then I have to remember 
that she’s been dead a few years now. It still hurts. 


“Callie? How are you,” my father asks, in as warm a tone as 
he ever gets. | feel a wave of fondness for him, and then 
wonder if it’s the geographical distance or the guilt. 


“I'm good,” | assure him, wincing at the half lie I’m giving 
him, “everything is pretty good. Cold,” | add. How this 
current weather passes for summer is beyond me. 


“Good, I’m glad. Andrei is looking after you?” 


Is it me, on high alert because of what has so recently 
happened between Andrei and I, or is there an undercurrent 
of something beneath his words? Like there’s something he’s 
not telling me? Not for the first time do | wonder exactly 
what business Andrei and my father are involved in 

together. 


“Yes of course. Well, | haven’t spoken to him a great deal,” | 
say honestly enough, “but he brought me straight into the 
office today and I’m very comfortable. He has a housekeeper 
named Marta, she’s amazing in the kitchen.” 


“Good, good,” my father blusters. There’s a hint of relief 
there now, and | wonder what on earth he was expecting. 
Maybe Andrei is some international playboy after all, and my 
father’s worried. Although if that’s the case, it makes no 
difference why | would even have been sent here. 


“I'll be able to see you soon,” my father suddenly says. “I’m 
flying over in a week or so.” 


“Oh?” Suddenly | feel panicked. What if he picks up on 
Andrei and me? 


Then | have to remind myself there is no Andrei and me, he’s 
made that quite clear. 


“Yes,” he responds. | shrug and then remember he can’t see 
me. 


“That sounds great Dad. It will be great to see you. Why are 
you coming here?” 


He seems even less forthcoming than usual. “Business.” His 
tone clearly tells me not to ask questions. I’ve gotten used 
to this over the years. No questions it is. 


“Does Andrei know?” 


“Not yet.” It’s not business with him then. “Can you put him 
on?” 


“He’s in his office," | explain, “which is over on the other end 
of the house.” 


“Not to worry. l'Il phone his work number. You take care of 
yourself Callie. l'II be seeing you soon.” 


“See you Dad,” | say softly and end the call. Then | go up to 
my room and flop on my bed, wondering what to do and 
trying to process the events of the day. I’m too restless. All of 
the books | brought seem boring and most of the television 
channels are in Russian. | sit and stare out of the window, 
admiring the beautiful landscape. Maybe l'II go for a walk. 


Then | remember Andrei’s warnings. There are bears. 


| lie down on the bed and before | know it I’m drifting off and 
thoughts of my father, Andrei and monsters stalking the 
woods are filling my mind. 


It’s dark - or as dark as summer nights can get here- when | 
wake up and jolt out of a dream | immediately can’t 
remember, though it just teases the edges of my 
consciousness. The eerie light of the nighttime sun fills my 
room. As | go over to close the blackout blinds | see 
movement at the edge of the woods and peer out of the 
windows as a large shape merges from the trees. | have a 
moment of awe tinged with fear as | think | might be about 
to see a bear, but instead it’s a man. Topless, | realise as he 
gets closer. Who walks around bear infested woods in the 
middle of the night half naked? 


Then | see it’s Andrei. | hold my breath as he comes more 
into view and | get a better look at that chiselled, honed 
physique. There doesn’t look to be an ounce of fat on him 
but rather muscle upon muscle. 


And he’s huge. His biceps are easily bigger than my thighs, 
his shoulders and broad chest strong. He looks like he bench 
presses trucks on the regular. As a bit of light exercise. | lick 
my lips as | realise my mouth is dry. He’s beautiful, there is 
no other word to describe him, and while I’ve always thought 
of that as a feminine adjective Andrei’s frame is as manly as 
it gets. The only thing soft about him, | remember with a 
stab of desire, is those full lips. 


| can’t take my eyes off him. Can’t help myself from 
wondering what he would look like if he took his jeans off 
too and was fully naked. Hard for me. | swallow, feeling a low 
pulsing deep in the pit of my belly. All of the things | don’t 
know, that I’ve never experienced | want him to teach me. | 
want him to be the one. My first. 


But he didn’t want me. As much as | try to tell myself he was 
doing the right thing by walking away from our kiss, the 
noble thing even, it still stings. | would rather he had never 
kissed me at all than to start something he has no intention 
of finishing. Because there is no doubt my body wanted to 
go all the way. 


I’m pressing myself into the glass now so that | can keep him 
in my line of sight as long as possible before he disappears 
around the corner and | realise | have no idea where his 
bedroom is. This place is huge, but for all | Know he could be 
close. The thought makes my breath catch in my throat. 


| wonder where he’s been. And why half naked. A horrible 
thought occurs to me then could he have been meeting a 
woman? The instant jealousy that rips through me and 
curdles my gut shocks me with its strength. 


Then | see him look back and shout something over his 
shoulder just before he disappears from sight. Turning my 
attention back to the woods | see another figure appearing 
and | steal myself for the appearance of some stunning 
Russian woman. 


Instead it’s Ivan. Fully dressed and looking tired. The 
breathless sort of tired you get from a heavy workout. Not 
that I’ve been to the gym once since | left school. 


Maybe they've been jogging? Although it seems weird that 
Andrei would choose to do so in jeans. Everything about the 
man is an enigma. Or perhaps it’s something more sinister 
than that. There have always been rumours about Dad’s 
shady business dealings; what if Andrei’s software business 
is just a cover for something altogether more illegal? Ivan 
being involved wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest. Though 
it still begs the question of why Andrei is in a pair of jeans 
and nothing else. That’s not typical gangster attire surely? 


Shaking my head | slip back into bed and lie down, but | 
know I will struggle to sleep soundly now. There’s just too 
much to think about. As I lie there chewing over the day’s 
events another thought occurs to me about Andrei’s 
nocturnal wanderings. 


Why isn’t he afraid of the bears? 


CHAPTER 6 


Andrei 


Another day. Another day of trying to keep my hands off 
David’s daughter. She looks delicious over breakfast, her 
hair is tied up away from her face and she’s got reading 
glasses on. | wonder if she’s just getting into work mode or 
it’s some kind of ploy to look less attractive. If it’s the latter 
then it’s not working. The glasses make her look both more 
sophisticated and yet cuter, highlighting her button nose 
and big blue eyes, and pulling her hair back has just 
revealed her bone structure and slim neck. | immediately 
think of kissing and nibbling on her neck, trailing my hands 
across her collarbone and down towards her tits, which are 
particularly well defined in today’s choice of white t-shirt. 


| tear into my eggs, reminding myself yet again of all the 
reasons why | cannot have her. 


“| phoned my father last night,” she says casually and | 
almost choke on my eggs. 


“Oh. How is he?” 


“Good, | think. He never really says a lot about himself. He 
wanted to talk to you but you had gone back to work, so | 
imagine he'll phone back today.” She goes back to sipping 
her juice, looking and sounding perfectly innocent. Of 
course she hadn’t told him or I’m sure | would have heard 
from him already. 


“Right. | will look forward to talking to him.” There’s a slight 
smile at the corner of her mouth and | know she’s teasing 
me on purpose, trying to provoke my discomfort. The little 
minx. 


| have a sudden urge to take her over my knee and spank 
those fleshy ass cheeks of hers. 


“I think he’s going to visit.” She announces this in that same 
lilting voice. | glare at her. 


“Visit?” 
She shrugs, looking genuinely bemused now. 
“Why wouldn’t he?” 


She’s right of course. Why wouldn’t he? He’s her father and 
a long time friend of mine. | can’t tell her that usually any 
visit from David is accompanied by business concerns and 
that right now we don’t have any reason to meet. David does 
a lot of work both for the Mob and, at times, for the bratva. 
Essentially assisting with money laundering, tax evasion 

and the like. He’s often used my software. My business is 
perfectly legal, but | can’t deny that most of my clients are 
of the more criminal variety. As a front for what I really do, 
it’s a great cover. 


| can’t say any of this to Callie so | just shrug in return. 


“No reason. Usually David plans these things months in 
advance. I’m sure you know how organised your father can 
be. But it makes sense he would want to visit while you’re 
here.” 


“| don’t know about organised so much as control freak,” she 
responds with a light laugh but | sense the sadness coming 
from her. | Know how much David loves his only child, but | 
wonder if he's able to let her know that? For a moment the 
raw lust for her is forgotten and | just want to make her smile 
again. 


“Most successful men are,” | say. She grins. 
“Are you including yourself in that?” 
| think about it and nod. 


“Yes. Yes | like to be in control.” 


Our eyes meet and she blushes, and my words take on a 
whole new meaning. | can scent the heat rising off her and it 
makes my cock start to swell in my pants. | turn my 
attention back to my breakfast, cursing myself. Ten minutes 
and I’m undone already. So much for being in control. 


“Why do you do that?” she asks, curiosity in her tone. | 
frown at her. 


“Do what?” 


“That flaring your nostrils thing you do. You do it when you 
look at me sometimes, and around food. Ivan does it too.” 


This is why I try not to spend too much time around humans. 


“| have a strong sense of smell,” | respond, caught off guard. 
She stares at me, and then bursts out laughing. 


“You're saying | smell?” she says, her tone incredulous. | 
can’t help grinning, her laughter is infectious. 


“No, no you don’t smell,” | hasten to reassure her. “Not badly 
anyway. You smell...oeautiful.” The moment the word is out 
of my mouth I wish | could take it back. She stops laughing 
and looks at me, and suddenly | can’t look away. 


“Beautiful,” she echoes. Her pupils have dilated and gone 
dark with desire and we’re back in the moment again. If the 
table wasn’t in the way | would already be kissing her. 


Thankfully, we’re interrupted. 


“Morning,” Ivan says, “sorry I’m late.” He sits down at the 
table and | see him tense as he picks up the obvious 
undercurrent. Doing my best to contain my feelings | pick up 
my coffee and nod in greeting to Ivan. Callie gives hima 
tight smile. | don’t need bear senses to know that she 
neither likes him nor trusts him. 


| often feel the same way. I’ve done my best to do as Mikhail 
requested and help him, getting him used to his shifts and 
to life as a bear. In terms of his abilities he’s coming on in 
leaps and bounds. | took him out to shift with me last night 
and there’s no doubt he’s getting both stronger and faster 
and more used to being in bear form without losing his more 
human cognition. It’s always a risk with youngers who 
haven’t been mentored properly since adolescence that they 
will just go bear and never come back. Not that | think that’s 
necessarily a bad thing. There are many nights when | think 
my father made the right decision and wonder if | shouldn’t 
just join him. 

That’s not what worries me about Ivan. If anything he’s too 
human, with all a human’s pettiness and ambitions. He 
doesn’t know yet the full extent of our bratva involvement 
and | know he’s angry I’m keeping him in the dark. And | 
don’t get any sense of integrity or loyalty from him; both 
qualities necessary for the Clan. Maybe it’s time to let 
Mikhail deal with it. 


Callie finishes her food and excuses herself. | watch Ivan 
watch her leave, his eyes trailing across her body in a way 
that makes me want to haul him out of his chair and gouge 
his eyes out. He sees me looking at him and meets my gaze 
in a way that is definitely challenging. 


“What? | didn’t say anything to her. What’s wrong with 
looking?” 


“She’s my guest,” | growl. “Not someone you look at like a 
fresh kill.” 


Ivan laughs at that, a sly expression on his face. 
“Because you don’t? Come on Andrei.” 
| feel rage rising in me, even though he is of course correct. 


“Explain,” | snap, clenching my fists under the table. How 
dare he disrespect me like this, on my territory? It’s not just 
about Callie; Ivan is getting far too full of himself. 


“It’s obvious you’re both hot for each other. The atmosphere 
in that office yesterday ... whew! But don’t worry. | won’t 
step on your toes. Although | bet her Daddy isn’t going to be 
very happy to know she’s panting all over her new boss.” 


I’m on my feet and dragging him up by his shirt collar before 
| take my next breath. He tries to pull away and break my 
grip but I only tighten it and lift him clean off the ground. 
The show of strength frightens him. I see it in his eyes. 


“Talk about her like that again,” | snarl at him, “and | will 
banish you from my land, if | don’t tear that head off you 
first. You do not speak to me as if I’m your equal. | am your 
mentor, and you will show me respect.” 


He nods, although | can tell it costs his pride to do so, but 
the fear wins out. | let him go and walk off. 


“I'll see you in the office,” | snap, not waiting for a response. 


| calm myself as | walk, taking deep breaths and wishing | 
had time to shift and go for a swim in the river. | need to 
speak to Mikhail, lvan needs another mentor. The 
arrangement isn’t working. He’s too hot headed and at an 
age where he wants to assert his own dominance. At his age 
| had my own territory. 


And I will kill him if he speaks about Callie that way again. 


My phone rings and | pull it out of my pocket to check the 
number. 


Baranovsky. 
| pick it up after checking to see Ivan isn’t behind me. 


“Next Tuesday. 3pm at the Magnusson. Room 108. It needs 
to look like an execution.” 


| go to agree, then remember Callie. | don’t want to leave her 
in the office with Ivan. And after this morning there’s no way 
Ivan is ready to come along. 


“Afternoon? That’s risky. Is there a reason why it can’t be 
done at night?” 


There’s a hostile silence on the other end. Baranovsky 
doesn’t like being questioned any more than | do. 


“It is 3pm Mr Kusnetsov.” 


| can’t be bothered to argue with him. If | haven’t torn Ivan’s 
head off by next week, l'Il give Callie a day off. Give her a 
bonus to go into the city and buy herself something. Marta 
too. 


Before | can tell Baranovsky it’s fine, he speaks again. 
There’s no disguising the malice in his voice. 


“| would like to remind you that | am in authority here you 
work for us. If our arrangement is no longer satisfactory...” 


“The Clan work for no one,” | all but growl down the phone, 
“and | recognise no human authority.” A mention of my 
paranormal status should be enough to remind him what 
he’s up against. 


Silence again. | say; “3pm is fine. But if you try to intimidate 
me again, you can fuck off and do your own dirty work.” | 
put the phone down. After Ivan and now Baranovsky my skin 
is prickling with rage and | want nothing more than to take 
someone down. There will be little satisfaction in next 
week’s kill a gun is a cowardly way, albeit efficient. 


Speaking to Baranovsky that way however probably wasn’t 
the best idea. They need us perhaps more than we need 
them, but it could certainly make our lives difficult to have 
the local bratva turn against us. The biggest threat they 
hold is the knowledge of our existence. 


Fuck it. l'Il do the job, he'll be happy and know not to throw 
his weight around in future. 


By the time I reach the office I’m coiled like a spring, tension 
radiating through me. A shift would relieve it, but I’m not 
going to leave Callie alone all afternoon with Ivan. He might 
still be frightened of me but there’s a cockiness there too, 
and I’m worried he will find a way to use Callie as some kind 
of way to challenge my authority. Between me and Ivan I’m 
seriously considering apologising to David and sending 
Callie back to America. 


They're both at their desks with their heads down but the 
tension in the air would be palpable even for fully human 
senses. Ivan is slightly hunched over in an obvious attempt 
to look submissive but the rage simmers from him. Callie 
looks engrossed in what she’s doing, but | feel the heat rise 
in her as | pass her and know she’s aware of my every move. 
| have to find a way to address what’s happening between 
us. 


| don’t know what is happening between us. From my rare 
couplings with women as a younger, | Know that what | feel 
for Callie goes way beyond simple lust. I’m desperate to be 
inside her yes but | want more than that. | want to...mate 
her. 


Mating is taken seriously in the Clan. Because we are 
naturally wary of outsiders and just because of the way we 
are made, when we mate we mate for life. It’s something like 
a human marriage | suppose, though I’ve never understood 
the need for the cake and the flowers and the lace and all of 
that...stuff. Mating is more primal and more personal, though 
it does involve a formal declaration in front of other Clan 
members. 


Am | seriously considering this? Taking a young American 
like Callie and bringing her into a solitary, dangerous way of 


life? | doubt that was on her list of goals as a student. For all 
| know she probably has a boyfriend back home. 


The thought of it makes my hair stand on end in anger. The 
possessiveness of a mate is there, | can’t deny it. The 
thought of another man anywhere near her makes my blood 
boil. 


| look over to her and she senses my gaze and looks up. 
There’s a moment where the air crackles between us, then 
Ivan looks up and | know he’s senses it too. He puts his head 
back down when | glare at him, but | don’t miss the smirk. 
Mu’dak. Asshole. 


| can’t take much more this afternoon without exploding. 


“Let’s take the afternoon off,” | say. Both Ivan and Callie look 
at me in surprise. 


“What will | do?” asks Callie. 
“| could drive you into the city,” Ivan suggests. 


“No, you won't,” | cut in. Callie looks at me with wide eyes. | 
try to make my tone gentler when | address her. 


“If you want to go into the city Marta can take you, or there’s 
a bus? We'll have to see about getting you a hire car.” 


“Thanks.” She looks surprised. “l'Il probably just go hang out 
with Marta.” 


| wait until she leaves and then turn everything off, ignoring 
Ivan. 


“Are you going to shift?” he asks. He’s going to ask if he can 
come. The answer would be no. It’s bad enough having his 
scent all over my territory without dealing with him 
following me around when I’m pissed off at him. 


“I have some things | need to do,” | tell him. “Alone.” 


He nods with what looks like respect and leaves, but there’s 
still that undercurrent there. It could be nothing, he’s a 
young man and a young bear and at an age where authority 
chafes he could just be rebelling. But | don’t have time for 
that here. | need to run a tight ship. And | don’t need two 
people in the office. I’m going to have to start making up 
work for Callie if she’s going to be here for six months 
without suspecting this is not my main occupation. 


When they're finally gone | head straight out to the woods 
and strip by the riverside before shifting. 


It feels so good. The smells and sounds of the forest hit me 
and | stretch to my full height, feeling my strength and size. 
Human concerns drop away. 


We don’t need to shift every day once a week is enough. Any 
less than that and we're likely to get grouchy and start 
acting less than human. It’s a fine balance. For me, nothing 
beats being a bear. 


| go for a swim, enjoying the cool water, moving my strong 
limbs and letting the forest air invigorate me. My rage drains 
away. 


Afterwards though as | walk back towards the house | find 
myself looking up at Callie’s window. | wonder if she’s in 
there or still with Marta. Then | see movement and see her 
silhouette moving around the room. | look at the sun 
hanging low and realise I’ve missed supper. 


| work on resisting the temptation to keep watching her, but 
as | enter the house and climb the stairs to my room I’m still 
picturing her in my mind. An afternoon in the woods may 
have helped calm my anger and annoyance but it’s done 
nothing to suppress my desire for her. If anything it feels 
enhanced as every muscle feels pumped. Ready for action. 


| need her. And the sure knowledge that she wants me as 
much as | want her makes the craving so much stronger. In 


spite of the list of reasons | have for reminding myself why 
this is wrong, it doesn’t feel wrong. It feels, if anything, 
fated. Fresh from the shift I’m still thinking in bear mode, 
human concerns and worries seeming petty. She’s my mate. 
| know it and | think on some level she does too. 


There’s only one way to find out. 


| walk to her room and knock on the door, holding my breath 
as | hear her walking towards it. 


“Andrei?” She looks up at me in surprise. She’s changed into 
some kind of loose pants and a tank top, her curves are on 
display and her hair, smelling of lemons, falls in loose curls 
around her shoulders. Her scent drives me crazy. 


| just look at her, not knowing how to articulate what I’m 
feeling, but judging by the way her pupils widen and her 
nipples stiffen under the tank top that does nothing to 
contain those luscious tits, she knows. 

She opens the door wider. 


“Come in,” she says. 


CHAPTER 7 


Callie 


He’s in my room. 


My heart feels like it’s about to hammer through my chest as 
| close the door and turn to him. He stands there, a question 
in his eyes that | know my answer to. 


But | don’t want him to push me away again. He may well do 
that when he finds out just how inexperienced | am. 


“Your hair is wet,” | blurt out. 
“| went for a swim.” 


So that’s what they do in the woods. It doesn’t surprise me 
somehow. He clearly does something to uphold that amazing 
physique. Cold-water swimming in the middle of a Russian 
forest suits him perfectly. 


“What about the bears?” 


A funny expression crosses his face and | wonder if he was 
lying about the bears and they are hiding something in that 
forest after all. Then he shakes his head and steps towards 
me and | stop caring. | want him to kiss me again. | want him 
to do...everything. 


“Callie,” he says in a soft voice, “I didn’t come here to talk 
about swimming.” 

“No?” | set my shoulders back and meet his eyes, 
challenging him. “Why did you come?” 


“For the same reason you let me in,” he says. He closes the 
distance between us and takes my face in his hands, looking 


down at me. The anticipation is so intense | gasp as my belly 
turns to liquid heat. 


“Do you want me to kiss you?” he asks and | don’t know if 
he’s being extra polite or teasing me or what, but | stand up 
on tiptoe and press my lips against his. Instantly he pulls me 
to him. One hand cupping my butt and lifting me up so I’m 
barely touching the floor and the other coiled in my hair at 
the nape of my neck, tugging it gently as his lips respond to 
mine and he explores my mouth with his tongue. | moan into 
his mouth and slide my hands up his back, feeling the 
strength and width of him. His body is hard to my soft and 
somehow that strikes me as exactly right; as though we fit 
perfectly. 


He lifts his mouth away from mine but continues to hold me, 
looking down at me. His eyes have gone so dark there’s no 
iris, just an inky black, and for a moment I think there’s 
almost something animalistic about him. 


“| want you, Callie. | want you to be mine.” 


My heart leaps at that and | don’t want to question what he 
means too closely in case it’s not what | suddenly know deep 
down that | want. To be his. His woman. | think momentarily 
of my father, but he can’t tell me what to do forever. 


Not wanting to get into all of that now in case he changes 
his mind again | just nod. 


“Yes,” | say, and he crushes his mouth to mine again. The 
hand tangled in my hair moves around my neck and across 
the top of my collarbone and breasts and | arch my back, 
pushing my breasts forward. He moves his hand down, so 
huge he can palm both of my breasts through the thin 
cotton of my top and | hear myself moaning again. It feels so 
wickedly good and that only intensifies the heat and 
throbbing between my legs, making me want so much more 


from him. My nipples are so hard they threaten to burst 
through the thin material. | want his hands on my skin. 


As if he senses my thoughts he sets me down properly on 
my feet then with both hands he slips the straps down my 
shoulders, looking me in the eyes as he does so. His gaze is 
so intense he makes me blush, but I look back, almost 
hypnotised by those inky pupils. 


As he peels the material frustratingly slowly over my skin | 
have a moment where | want to cover myself as more and 
more of my breasts are exposed to him. | want him to see 
me, to touch me, but I’m acutely aware that this is the first 
time I’ve been semi naked in front of a man before. 


He pauses, sensing my discomfort and looks at me with a 
question in his eyes. 


“Don’t stop,” | tell him quickly. 


“You're beautiful,” he says. Misreading the source of my 
embarrassment. 


As the cool air hits my nipples he lowers his head and takes 
one of them in his mouth while palming the other. | gasp at 
the unfamiliar but intense sensation, a bolt of desire running 
from my breasts down to the throbbing between my legs. 
Then he pushes my breasts together so that he can flick his 
tongue over both nipples at the same time and it’s so good | 
feel dizzy. 


He moves his hands to the waistband of my pants, hooking 
his fingers around them and pulling them down over my 
thighs, and | wriggle out of them impatiently, any 
embarrassment forgotten. | can feel my panties wet against 
my skin and I’m so aroused | can barely think straight. 


He steps back and looks at me, his eyes drinking me in. His 
arousal is obvious and he looks at me like I’m the only 


woman in the world. | like it. The way he is looking at me 
makes me feel confident in my semi nakedness. 


Then | realise he’s still fully clothed. With a confidence | 
didn’t know | possessed, | step towards him and put my 
hands on the cloth of his shirt. 


“Take your clothes off,” | say. He does. Not taking his eyes off 
me for a moment he starts to slowly unbutton his shirt, 
revealing that impressive chest and rock hard abs. It was 
impressive enough at a distance last night right now, up 
close, he takes my breath away. 


| can’t help blushing when his hands go to the waistband of 
his jeans and he unbuttons them and roughly pulls them 
down over his hips, kicking them off. 


He’s not wearing any underwear. 


His cock springs free, harder and thicker than | imagined 
and | swallow, zinging with nerves. 


| have to tell him, | think. He needs to know I’m a virgin 
before this goes any further. But what if it means he doesn’t 
want me? I’m teetering on the edge of telling him when he 
picks me up in one smooth motion and sits me on the edge 
of the bed, kneeling between my thighs. The sight of him 
rearing up between my legs and his strong arms around me 
is enough to keep me quiet. | don’t want this to stop, not 
yet. 


We kiss again and | can’t hold back now. Desire makes me 
bold. | run my hands through his hair, moaning into his 
mouth and arching my back to push my body against his. He 
moves his lips down to my neck, kissing and nibbling in the 
dip between my neck and shoulder. | never knew that area 
could be so sensitive; his mouth sends shivers of pleasure 
through my whole body. 


Andrei cups my breasts again, rolling his rough palms over 
my almost painfully erect nipples. Then he replaces his 
hands with his mouth and | gasp out loud and let outa 
whimper as he begins to suck and lick my nipples. They 
seem to have a direct line to my clit, because every 
movement of his mouth causes the throbbing between my 
legs to intensify. | push my groin towards him and 
instinctively wrap my legs around his back, trying to rub up 
against him. A part of me wonders at my own wantonness 
and how he has awakened this in me so suddenly, but I’m 
not going to question it. 


Then he lifts his head and looks at me. The lust in his eyes 
makes me wet. 


“I want to taste your pussy,” he says. | feel my face flood 
with colour at his words. He frowns. 


“Only if you want me to,” he clarifies quickly. God, yes, I 
want you to, | think. 


“Yes,” | say, my breath coming in pants. “But I ...1 haven’t 
done it before.” 


| wait, cringing with embarrassment for what I’m sure will be 
a shocked response. He does look surprised, but more than 
that he looks even more turned on. In fact, he does this 
growl thing low in his throat that is weirdly sexy. 


“Then l'Il be the first - the only - man to taste you.” 


He starts to kiss and nibble my tummy while I’m reeling from 
his words. | don’t want to read too much into it in the heat of 
the moment but...the only? 


And in that moment | realise what I’ve been trying to deny 
to myself over the past few days. 


| want to be his. His woman. His partner. Which is crazy 
because | barely know him and | know even less about 


relationships, but this is more of an instinct than a feeling. 
As if we were made for each other. 


Andrei makes his way to the waistband of my panties and 
pauses, He looks up at me and I nod. 


“Yes,” | say impatiently when he doesn’t continue. 


“Yes what?” he says, running his fingers in a circling motion 
around the top of one thigh. | frown, not understanding. 


“What do you want me to do?” He asks in a low voice. “ Tell 
me.” 


| squirm and | don’t know if it’s more out of embarrassment 
or desire. 


“| want you to...taste my pussy,” | say, my words coming out 
in an embarrassed rush, accompanied by a flood of wetness 

that | feel on my thighs. He growls again and buries his head 
between my legs, kissing me through the thin material of my 
underwear. | moan loudly in frustration. 


“Take them off,” | demand, all embarrassment gone. He pulls 
them down and off my legs in one smooth motion and then 
opens my thighs wider. He takes a moment to look at me 
and | feel a sense of shyness again, but once again his 
obvious delight in my nakedness makes me feel delicious. | 
lie back fully on the bed as he finally puts his mouth on my 
pussy and | hear myself moaning loudly as he begins to kiss 
and suck my folds. When his tongue finally touches my 
aching, swollen clit | have to bite my lip to stop myself from 
screaming out loud. 


He picks up a rhythm and I’m moaning and moving my hips 
in time with his mouth, all ability to think coherently 
disappearing as the world narrows to me and Andrei and his 
mouth on me. Waves of a pleasure I’ve never felt when 
touching myself start to build up in me and | start rocking 
my hips with abandon, burying one hand in his hair and 


pushing myself onto him. I’ve never felt anything so 
pleasurable, so all consuming in my life. | writhe on the bed, 
wanting him to speed up his pace, desperate now to come in 
his mouth, but he keeps that same steady rhythm, driving 
me inexorably towards the edge. 


My orgasm in long, crashing waves that leave me damp and 
breathless, arching my back and moaning loudly. It seems to 
go on forever, and when the waves subside he leans up over 
me, looking down at me with lust yes, and something more. 

There’s a tenderness in his eyes | haven’t seen there before. 


“That was...amazing,” | say, Knowing the word isn’t enough. 
He kisses me softly and | can taste myself on his lips, musky 
and strangely sweet. 


“You're amazing,” he says. | feel his cock pressing into my 
thigh and I want to touch him, to pleasure him back but | 
hesitate, unsure of what to do. As if sensing my intention he 
guides my hand to his cock, and | suddenly freeze. What if | 
do everything wrong? He pulls back immediately, concern 
etched into his face. 


“Callie? What’s wrong?” 


| shut my eyes, squeezing them tight so | don’t have to see 
his expression when | tell him. 


“I'm a virgin,” | say. Immediately | feel him take his weight 
off me and the rejection crushes me. But what did | expect? | 
should have said something the minute we started 
undressing. 


| finally open my eyes and sit up, steeling myself for his 
expression. 


I’m surprised to see him setting next to me with a mixture of 
concern, surprise, and obvious desire on his face. 


Desire. He still wants me. 


| can’t help glancing down and seeing his cock is still rock 
hard. The steady pulsing between my legs starts again. | 
reach a hand out to touch him, but he takes my wrist and 
instead brings my hand up to his mouth, kissing my 
fingertips. I’m confused. 


“You don’t want to anymore’”’ | say, frowning. Because | 
know on at least one level my statement is wrong. His body 
clearly still wants me. A bead of liquid glistens at the end of 
his cock and | watch it in fascination. The sight of him thrills 
me. He follows my gaze and chuckles, a deep throaty sound. 


“| don’t think that’s true.” He kisses my hand again. 


“Well I’m happy to...carry on,” | say. He closes his eyes 
briefly and | get the impression he’s almost battling with 
himself. When he opens them he looks at me intently. 


“I want nothing more,” he says in that low tone, “than to lie 
you back down on the bed and ease my cock inside you. To 
make love to you until you cum again for me and your juices 
run down your thighs.” 


| gasp and bite my lip, feeling both shy and deliciously 
turned on at his words. 


“So it doesn’t put you off,” | say with a sigh of relief. He 
smiles, a slow, wickedly sexy smile that sends an electrical 
shock running from between my thighs through my whole 
body as I think about the fact that mouth was just buried in 
my pussy. 


“It doesn’t just not put me off,” he says, running a hand up 
my thigh, “it turns me on so much I’m struggling not to just 
take you here and now.” 


| believe him. It’s hard not too with that massive erection. 
But if it’s so true, why are we not doing what we both very 
clearly want to do? 


“You're not angry?” 


“Angry?” He looks bemused. “Why would | be angry?” 


“1...1 don’t know,” I say, feeling confused now. | draw my 
knees up, suddenly acutely aware of my nakedness. He puts 
a strong arm around me and draws me into him. 


“| feel...honoured,” he says. “But | wish you had told me. 
Your first time should not be...like this.” 


| wonder what he means by that, and my heart sinks as | 
wonder if he’s referring to it being no more than a fling. 


“Then there’s your father,” he says, and | see guilt twist in 
his face. 


“You're right,” | say, though my guts wrench at the thought 
of never being in his arms again and never knowing how it 
would feel to have him inside me. To be his. 


“We have to do things properly,” he says, startling me. 
“Properly?” 
“Yes. Your first time should be special.” 


| try to stop myself from grinning. Both at the idea that he 
does still want me, and at the possibility of it being even 
better than the last thirty minutes. 


“That was pretty special,” | say. 


He smiles and it’s almost shy. This is a side | would never 
have dreamed he possessed. 


“I'm glad,” he says. Then he shakes his head. 
“What is it?” 


“I'm just amazed you’re a virgin. | mean, you’re so beautiful. 
And | suppose...university.” 


| glare at him. 


“Some people do go to university to actually, like, study,” | 
tell him. He chuckles. 


“I’m sure. | wouldn’t really know. | studied from home.” 
| think about that. Has he always been so isolated? 


“If it makes you feel better,” he says and he looks down as if 
he’s embarrassed himself, “| haven’t been with a woman in 
years.” 


“Really?” It does make me feel better. A lot better. Though 
now I’m finding it hard to believe. 


“But you're so...fit,” | tease, echoing his words, “and | 
suppose...Russian software developers, they have a terrible 
reputation.” 


He starts laughing and | notice how much younger and more 
relaxed he looks. He could hardly be anything but imposing 
with those looks, but there’s a tender side to him. It just 
makes me like him all the more. 


I’m in trouble here | know. | could seriously fall for this guy. If 
| haven’t already. 


Then he gets up and reaches for his jeans and | realise | 
don’t want him to go. Don’t want to lie in bed alone tonight 
dreaming of him. 


“You're going?” | say, then hear the disappointment in my 
voice and want to kick myself for being so needy. 


He looks at me, and then nods slowly. 


“If | stay, | don’t know if we'll get to the morning without 
making love,” he says in a matter of fact tone, “And | want 
your first time to be...right.” 


This is right | want to say, but at the same time I’m glad for 
his decency. | don’t want him to sleep on it and talk himself 
out of it again, but | can’t say that. 


“Thank you,” | say instead. He walks over to me and kisses 
me tenderly on the forehead, and then softly on the lips. 


“Goodnight Callie,” he says and leaves the room. I’m left 
staring after him with a whirlpool of emotions, and more 
questions than | have answers for. 


CHAPTER 8 


Andrei 


She’s a virgin. 


| had to try and hide just how much that turned me on. She 
was so obviously worried that her secret would somehow 
make me less interested in her, but nothing could be further 
from the truth. The thought of being her first, of being the 
only man to be inside that delicious pussy and fill her up 
with my cum, is making me so hard | want to explode. Of 
course, that was impossible to hide. But she truly had no 
idea how the desire to just ravish her was all consuming. 


I’m sitting on the end of my bed staring at nothing, trying to 
both cool the desire that threatens to send me straight back 
to her room and to digest what Callie has just disclosed. 


And there’s a lot to digest. If | wasn’t sure how to play this 
before, then I’m certain now. She’s going to be mine. She is 
mine. 


Which means I’m hers. Although it’s an unusual concept for 
me, having always been solitary and for the most part liking 
it that way, something about it makes perfect sense. | can’t 
explain why or how this girl has just walked into my life and 
turned it upside down but it is what it is. I’m a practical man. 


Even so, there’s a lot to consider, and the complexities of it 
make my headache. 


If I’m going to take a mate, Clan law states | have to make it 
official. There’s a ceremony - our version of a wedding | 
suppose - and she'll be formally welcomed into the Clan. | 
have no idea how she’s going to feel about that. It’s hardly 


going to be the typical white wedding, not that Callie strikes 
me as the type of woman who cares too much about those 
things I think. That’s not what worries me. 


How the fuck am | supposed to tell her about the Clan in the 
first place? How do I explain to her that the bear in the 
woods is me? That she will have to adjust to life with a man 
who goes grizzly at least every few days? I’d like to think it 
wouldn’t affect her too much - assuming she could get over 
the obvious shock initially - but | suspect I’m being obtuse 
about that. Would any woman be happy with a guy who 
routinely disappears to spend hours in the forest, prowling 
his territory? Whose very existence means we can never 
spend too much time around other humans? It would be a 
lonely life. There are a few women in the Clan that | could 
introduce her to, but will that be enough? 


| want to make her happy. | want to see her eyes sparkling. 


| want to see her writing in pleasure...| groan as the image of 
her naked and spread before me comes to mind. | can still 
taste her on my mouth and the scent of her is distracting me 
from thinking about the things that must be considered. 


And then there’s her father. 


As if on cue my phone rings. It’s David. | stare at the screen 
for a moment feeling like I’ve almost conjured him up, before 
| answer it and bring it to my ear. 


“David. Hello,” | say, and my tone is more curt than | meant 
it to be. He doesn’t notice any difference. 


“Andrei. You answered quickly, you're not usually so easy to 
get hold of.” 


“Things are quiet here,” | say. “Do you want to speak to 
Callie? | think she’s gone to her room.” 


“| spoke to her yesterday. | can ring her cell. No, | wanted to 
let you know I was planning on coming over this weekend 


for a few days to see how she’s getting on.” 


“It will be good to see you,” | say, hoping he doesn’t hear 
the insincerity in my voice. | feel guilty. David has been a 
good friend to me over the years and under normal 
circumstances | would welcome the chance to see him that 
isn’t purely consumed with ‘business’. Yet now I’m dreading 
his visit because I’m making serious plans to mate with his 
daughter. 


Who doesn’t know I’M a bear. 


Nor does she know I’m bratva. But David does. | close my 
eyes, my head whirling again with the situation. Yet | know 
that already it has gone too far for me to simply walk away. 
I’ve claimed her. I’m just going to have to hope that in time, 
David will understand. 


And that he won’t seek revenge. The bratva here, never 
mind the Clan, are beyond the reach of David’s Mob friends, 
but that doesn’t mean he won't try. 


“No, | wanted to talk to you without her around,” he 
continues and his words put me on alert. 


“Is something wrong?” 
“No,” he says quickly. Too quickly. He’s lying. 
“Then what’s the problem?” 


My tone is sharp and he waits a few moments before 
answering. 


“You sound annoyed Andrei. If it’s not working out, please do 
say. | Know Callie can be difficult.” 


His criticism of her angers me, but | have to respect the fact 
he’s her father. And I’ve known her three days. | swallow 
down my immediate defence of her and keep my voice calm. 


“Not at all. She’s a brilliant worker and clearly very talented. 
There’s no problem from my end.” 


“Oh,” he says, sounding surprised, “well, that’s excellent.” 
He goes quiet again and | wait for him to speak. Eventually 
he says hesitantly. 


“I’m hoping some time over there with you will calm her 
down alittle. She ran off to college without my permission 
you know. She hasn’t been the same since her mother died. 
Understandably of course.” 


| hear the catch in his tone when he speaks about his wife 
and wonder if he has been the same himself. I’ve seen what 
grief can do to people, and it’s not pretty. Another reason I’m 
glad I’m not human, and | enjoy solitude. Life is simpler, 
cleaner somehow, without the messiness of human emotion. 


But then the thought of losing Callie hits me and | feel 
something I’ve never felt before. 


Fear. | don’t like it. 


“| didn’t know she ran off,” | said, “but surely school was a 
good thing?” 


“No.” He says back quickly, almost snapping. “Callie has led 
a fairly sheltered life. Her mother and | wanted it that way. | 
don’t suppose you know much about American schools, but 
they are often not the place for young ladies.” 


| can’t help but remember my own assumptions and how 
Callie had teased me about them. | understand his over- 
protectiveness. 


“David,” | tell him in a reasoned voice, not wanting him to 
hear any trace of just what stake | have in Callie’s future, 
“your universities are some of the most prestigious in the 
world. And Callie hardly strikes me as a party girl. She’s 
incredibly talented at what she does, her education has 
obviously served her well.” 


| expect to hear some pride from him at that, but instead he 
gives a half laugh that’s almost mocking. | feel something 


I’ve never felt before. The urge to give one of the few 
humans I have always respected a smack in the mouth. 


“She didn’t even finish, she came running back home.” 
| wonder what the story is behind that. 


“Well, she certainly picked up some skills. Once she’s 
finished her internship here...” 


David cuts me off. 
“If | can be blunt with you Andrei?” 
“Of course.” 


“I'm hoping that a few months stuck in the back of beyond - 
no offence,” he qualifies quickly, but | take it anyway, “will 
be enough for her to get this silly idea out of her system and 
settle down and do something more appropriate.” 


“Appropriate?” 


“Look Andrei, I’m sure your culture is more traditional than 
mine...” 


“It’s ancient,” | reply, thinking of the Clan. 


“Well, yes. But honestly all this talk of being something in 
computing...it’s not a fitting position for a woman.” 


| feel baffled. I’m not entirely ignorant, I’ve had enough 
interaction with the outside world to know that humans 
have some very complicated and seemingly completely 
unnecessary ideas about gender roles, but she’s sitting at a 
computer, not fighting on a frontline or working down a 
mine. 


Or being a paid assassin. 


“She’s an adult,” | point out to him, and | realise how 
protective I’m feeling of her. | had no idea David was so 
controlling with her. He had always seemed devoted to her - 
and his wife when she was alive - but now it seems that 


devotion has spiraled into controlling her every move. I’m 
furious that he would even try to stifle her in this way. 


“| don’t see any problem,” I say. “She is working well here 
and to be frank with you is probably more skilled than my 
other - male - intern. Are you saying you don’t want me to 
train her. Or,” | say and | allow my voice to drip the sarcasm 
my annoyance is manifesting, “should | ask her to do 
secretarial work instead?” 


David gives a nervous laugh. 
“No, no, of course not,” he says, “I just worry about her.” 


“I understand. But perhaps you should allow her to spread 
her wings a little. She is a woman now, not a child.” The 
irony of me giving him advice on this while hiding from him 
what is really going on is not lost on me. For a moment | feel 
like a heel, but I also feel that it is she who needs to tell him. 
To break his attempts at controlling her and keeping herasa 
child. Dependent. 


“She is naive,” he retorts. My anger flares and | hold it back. 


“No,” | say instead, firmly, “she is very self-sufficient. 
Honestly my friend, | think you are worrying too much. Callie 
must forge her own path.” 


He goes quiet again and then lets out a heavy sigh. 


“Yes, | Suppose you’re right. I’m glad she has you keeping a 
watchful eye on her at least.” 


“| would protect her with my life,” | say simply. 
“You're a loyal man.” 


“Indeed.” Again there’s a tone of something hidden in his 
voice. There is something going on with him that he’s not 
telling me. 


“Well,” he says, a mock cheerfulness to his words, “I will be 
with you shortly, if l'm not imposing. | can set my mind at 


rest then.” 


“Yes. Of course.” We say our goodbyes and | put the phone 
down, a confusing mix of emotions whirling around my gut. | 
do not want to hurt David, but hearing his attempts to keep 
Callie in a box of his own choosing, | am angry at his 
inability to see her for who she is. 


| see her. As crazy as it is after a few short days, | feel like | 
know every last fibre of her. There can be no doubt any 
longer. | do not want to upset David any more than 
necessary, but his daughter will be my mate. 


Providing of course she doesn’t run screaming in the other 
direction when she finds out who and what | am. 


CHAPTER 9 


Callie 


Breakfast. | can hardly look at Andrei as he comes in, feeling 
my cheeks burning as he sits down just a few short feet 
away from me. | steal a glance at him and feel my body flood 
with desire immediately as he smiles at me. | watch his lips 
curve into a surprisingly boyish smile and | remember 
exactly where his mouth was last night. 


“Dobroe utro,” he says. Good morning. | nod at him then 
can’t help smiling back. | feel easier around him now that | 
don’t have to hide my attraction to him. 


“Morning.” 
“You slept well?” 
“As well as | could, given the circumstances.” 


He raises an eyebrow at me and | bite my lip. Then | feel 
lvan’s gaze bore into me. | look at him and although his 
expression is even his eyes are hostile. | can practically feel 
the animosity coming off him. 


Wow, he’s pissed. 


Andrei looks at Ivan and says something in Russian, too 
quick for me to catch anything. He’s angry, but ina 
controlled way that makes him seem suddenly quite 
menacing. Ivan replies with a one word answer and looks 
down, but the waves of hostility are still palpable. | wonder 
what’s going on. Surely Ivan can’t be jealous? Or maybe he 
just doesn’t approve, although somehow | don’t see him 
having developed a moral conscience. 


Ivan says something else and then gets up and leaves. 


“What’s up with him?” | ask Andrei. 
“He said he wasn’t hungry.” 


Clearly Andrei is back to his usual stoic self. | feel a stab of 
fear. | don’t want last night to have happened only for him to 
get an attack of guilt and apologise again like he did after 
the kiss. 


“About last night...” | begin, not even sure what | intend to 
say. Andrei cuts me off. 


“It was wonderful. However,” he pauses and takes a breath 
and | brace myself for the rejection, “there are a few things 
we need to discuss.” 


That makes me angry. Are we really going to have this 
conversation again where he acts all noble and says sorry. 
Does he not know there’s nothing to apologise for? 


“Is this about my father?” | ask and my voice comes out 
Snappier than | mean it to. Andrei looks surprised though. 


“Not really. It’s a concern of course. | respect your father. But 
there are other..matters we must address.” 


| look at him, baffled. He sighs and then startles me by 
leaning over the table and taking my hand. He looks deep 
into my eyes and as much as I want to retain my anger | 
remember last night. My body remembers too, | feel my clit 
stiffen between my legs. The effect this man has on me is 
electric. 


“There are things about me that you need to know,” he says 
softly. “I thought perhaps we could spend some time 
together this evening so we can talk.” 


“Just talk?” I try to smile, but his expression is still serious. 


“That depends on what you want after you hear what | have 
to say,” he says. He lets go of my hands abruptly and takes 


his plate to the kitchen, leaving me to decipher his cryptic 
comments. 


It has to be something to do with his work. I’ve always 
known Dad is dodgy it makes sense that Andrei would be 
too. Just how dodgy is the question. Although there’s 
something sexy about the idea of him being outside the law, 
it depends just what we’re talking about. | wonder if he’s 
bratva and shudder. I’ve heard a little about the Russian 
mafia and none of it is pleasant. | can easily imagine Andrei 
being ruthless, and other men being terrified of him. The 
sheer size of him must be intimidating. 


| take my own plate and pass him on his way out. 


“I'll see you in the office,” he says as if nothing has been 
said. Shaking my head in confusion and exasperation | go 
into the kitchen where Marta is loading the dishwasher. She 
rarely eats with us. | asked her about that yesterday and she 
just laughed. 


“Andrei never used to eat at the table,” she replied. | got the 
impression all these cosy mealtimes are for my benefit. 


“You're an amazing cook,” | tell Marta as | help her clear 
away. After spending time with her yesterday I’m becoming 
really fond of the older woman and it’s nice to have another 
female around. Especially with Andrei and Ivan dripping 
testosterone everywhere. Ivan gives me the creeps at the 
best of times, but after his display just now I’m not looking 
forward to working with him all day. 


Marta smiles with pride. “ Spasiba. | like to cook.” 


“Did you do all the cooking before | came?” | feel bad that | 
might have caused her more work. She chuckles. 


“Some. More since Ivan arrived. But Mr Kusnetsov...he didn’t 
care about regular meal times before. So mostly | put things 
in the pot to keep.” 


So | have made more work for her. 


“I can help,” | say. She shakes her head. “I like to cook. You 
have work to do.” 


| smile and help her clear up anyway. 


“How long have you been here Marta?” | ask. | wonder if 
she’s happy here it must be lonely. 


“Oh years,” she says and | hear the pride in her voice. “| 
worked for the older Mr Kusnetsov before.” 


“Andrei’s father?” | ask. She nods. | Know nothing about him 
really, | think. About his family or his background. Or why he 
seems to like his life so solitary. 


“Where is he now?” | ask. Marta hesitates and | see a shadow 
of something flit across her face. 


“He moved,” she says. Then she looks at me intently. “You 
like questions? But Mr Kusnetsov is a very private man.” 


“Yes,” | say slowly, “I’m getting that.” 


She turns around and starts wiping down the counter, 
saying almost casually. 


“He likes you.” 
“Andrei?” 
“Yes. And you like him. | see.” 


She turns back around and there is concern on her face. | 
get the feeling she wants to tell me something, but | know 
she won't be disloyal. Besides, hopefully tonight Andrei will 
tell me whatever it is himself. 


“You must be careful,” she says. | frown at her. 
“Why Marta? Isn’t he...a good man?” 


Her expression clears a little then as she smiles at my 
question. 


“Oh very good,” she says and | hear the pride in her voice 
and the fondness in her eyes. She loves him, | guess this is 
why she sticks around. “But for you? For a girlfriend?’ She 
shrugs. “Not so good.” 


She picks up a cloth then and leaves the room. Clearly that’s 
as much information as I’m getting. | sigh, feeling frustrated. 
Why can’t anyone here just give me a straightforward 
answer? 


| walk slowly, trying to clear my head before | make my way 
to the office. For some reason | go the long way round, 
buying myself a bit of time before | settle in for another 
morning at the computer. I’m glad of the opportunity, but | 
don’t feel the work is going to stretch my skills as much as | 
would like. Plus I like this house and haven't fully explored it 
yet. It’s an intriguing mix of style, old and new, European 
and American. 


| realise I’m about to walk past Andrei’s personal office when 
| hear shuffling inside. The door is ajar. This might be a good 
time to get him in private before this evening and hopefully 
get some idea of what on earth he was hinting at. 


| pop my head round the door. 
“Hey,” | say. 


But it’s not Andrei furtively looking through papers on his 
desk. It’s lvan. He looks up, startled, and | catch the guilt on 
his face before he regains his composure. 


“What are you doing?” | ask. 


“Fetching something for Andrei,” he says. I’m certain he’s 
lying, a twisting in my gut tells me something is not right 
here at all. 


“No one else is allowed in here,” | say. Ivan sneers at me. 
“Maybe not you.” He walks towards me. 


“Okay, so l'Il just pop back and ask him then shall |?” | 
challenge. My heart is beating faster in my chest. | step back 
away from him into the corridor, my body registering danger. 
All of a sudden | notice just how broad and strong Ivan is. 


“Yes. Go running back to him. You two are very close aren’t 
you?” He leers at me then, his eyes travelling my body ina 
way that makes me feel violated. 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” | snap, resisting the urge 
to fold my arms over my breasts. He steps towards me 
closing the distance between us. | stare at him defiantly, 
refusing to show I’m scared. 


“You smell like a bitch in heat every time you’re around 
him.” 


“How dare you!” | gasp. | go to turn around and walk away 
from him, shaking with outrage, when he grabs me and 

pushes me up against the wall, his breath hot on my face. | 
feel revolted and go to push him away but he’s too strong. 


That’s when the panic sets in. | go for his eyes but he’s too 
quick for me, grabbing my wrist. 


Then | hear a roar and Ivan’s weight is gone from me ina 
blur of movement. 


Andrei. 


He all but lifts Ivan off his feet and throws him against the 
nearest wall, shouting at him in Russian. | gape at his 
strength. 


Ivan gets to his feet looking dazed, gives a bellow of anger 
and charges at Andrei. 


| hear a scream, as if from far away and then realise it’s me. 
Time seems to have stretched and slowed down. | start 
towards them but it’s as if I’m moving through fog. 


They're wrestling and it’s hard to untangle whose limbs are 
whose but then Ivan breaks away and throws a punch that 
could floor a bison. The hatred in his face is fully revealed, 
twisting his expression into a mask of rage. Andrei’s head 
snaps back, but then he shakes it off as if the blow was 
nothing, grabs Ivan in a movement so fast | can barely follow 
it, wrestles him to the ground and starts punching him. 


| catch a glimpse of Andrei’s face and with a shock see that 
although he’s angry he also looks completely in control. He 
rains punches down on Ivan and although Ivan attempts to 
fight back it’s clear Andrei has the upper hand. His blows are 
relentless. 


He’s going to kill him. 


| scream loudly and it’s enough to alert him. He stops and 
stares at me and for a moment he looks completely different. 
His nostrils are flared and his eyes all black, his pupils 
dilated. His mouth is twisted in a snarl. 


He looks like a beast. 


Something in me snaps at that moment and | feel the need 
to just get out and get away from whatever the hell is going 
on here. | turn and run, heading towards the back door, then 
out and towards the forest, only vaguely registering where 
I’m going. 


I’ve never moved so fast before. I’m a decent runner but 
right now it’s like I’ve got lightning in my heels. | hear him 
shouting behind me but | don’t turn round instead | reach 
the woods and run, ducking off the path and into the thick 
between the trees. Part of my mind is telling me to stop and 
slow down. | don’t know where I’m going. And there might 
be bears in the woods. The other half just wants to run. 


Sol run. 
And by the time | stop, | realise I’m completely lost. 


CHAPTER 10 


Callie 


Okay, now I’m really lost. | make my way through the woods 
trying to trace my steps back but it soon becomes obvious 
l'm heading completely in the wrong direction and am only 
being drawn deeper into the forest. It’s beautiful somehow 
both foreboding and benign, but I’m only half aware. I’m 
more worried about never finding my way out. 


And of course, bears. | remember Andrei’s warnings and 
can’t help but shudder. 


Now that I’ve walked long enough to calm down I’m starting 
to feel a bit silly for my sudden run off. It’s not like me to 
come over all damsel in distress, screaming just because two 
guys have a fight. 


Except...it was more than that. | think about the ease with 
which Andrei lifted Ivan off his feet and then the look of pure 
animal rage on his face as he rained blows down on him. | 
really think if | hadn’t stopped him Ivan would be dead right 
about now. 


| wonder if Andrei’s on steroids, if that’s what’s given him 
the intense rage and strength. He looks like a bodybuilder 
with that physique it’s certainly possible. But would he 
really want to go to great lengths to tell me something like 
that? Whatever he had been referring to around the 
breakfast table | was sure it was more than popping a few 
pills. 


If | ever get out of here l'Il be able to ask him. 


| stop, listening to a faint trickle in the distance. The river. It 
must be the same river that runs through the beginning of 
the woods, right in view of my bedroom window. Following 
the river will lead me home. 


Assuming of course that | follow the river the right way. 


| follow the sound until | find the water and then | take a 
guess and start walking. | soon realise the ground is sloping 
and I’m going uphill. I’m pretty sure I’m still totally lost. 


| walk uphill and see what looks like a small cabin in the 
distance. People? Maybe they will have a phone I can use. 


But before | reach it | can see that it looks deserted and my 
heart sinks. | sit down for a moment next to the river, telling 
myself not to panic. It will be fine. 


Then | look down, following the river, and | see, at the 
bottom of the hill, the one thing | don’t want to see right 
now. A bear. 


It’s huge, much bigger than | ever realised they could get, 
and a pale colour almost blonde, that | didn’t know bears 
could have. | wonder if it’s some kind of polar bear grizzly 
hybrid. That might explain for its size too. Suddenly it 
stands up on its back legs and stretches and | can see just 
how huge and how powerful it is. | scoot back into the trees, 
panicking as | see the beast sniff the air. If it comes after me 
| won’t stand a chance. 


It briefly looks away downriver and | take my chance and 
stumble towards the cabin, praying it’s open. 


It is, the door unlocked. | go in and shut the door behind me, 
breathing a sigh of relief when | see there’s a thick bolt. It 
looks new, the wood is splintered around it as though the 
door had been forcibly opened and then repaired. Whoever 
the cabin belongs to, they’re not here now. 


As | look around the cabin I catch a metallic scent that 
reminds me of blood, although | certainly don’t see anyone. | 
shudder and sit at the table, gazing at the door. The big 
thick metal bolt looks sturdy will it withstand a bear? My 
heart is hammering again as the reality of my situation hits 
me. 


Then I hear a noise outside the cabin. Someone - or 
something - big. | hold my breath, staring at the bolt as 
though I can psychically will it to hold. 


“Callie?” 

It’s Andrei. Fora moment my mouth is so dry | can’t answer 
him. 

“Callie. I’m sorry you had to see that, Please let me in.” 


| get up on shaky legs and slide the bolt back, peering round 
the door. He stands there, his hair mussed up and his shirt 
ripped, and | feel my breath catch in my throat. My body 
betrays me at the sight of him. 


He looks at me with concern. 


“Can | come in?” | nod and let him in, closing the door 
behind us. I’m still worried about that bear. 


“Are you alright?” He sits down at the table casually, anda 
thought occurs to me. 


“Is this your cabin?” 
He shrugs. “| Suppose so.” 


Right. That makes sense. Shelving that particular piece of 
mystery away for another day | sit opposite him, looking at 
him. He looks perfectly calm and is completely still. I’m 
trying to match this Andrei up with the one who was beating 
the shit out of Ivan less than an hour ago. 


And the man who was naked on my bed last night. 


“Is Ivan okay?” | ask. 


“He will be,” Andrei says with a shrug. He doesn’t seem 
overly concerned. “| came after you. | didn’t realise you had 
ran into the woods at first, | thought you had gone to your 
room.” 


“I'm sorry,” | begin but he raises a hand to cut me off. 


“Don’t be sorry. It’s my fault. | should have settled things 
with Ivan in private.” 


The casual way he says that after the way they were 
throwing each other around makes me shake my hand. 


“I thought you were going to kill him,” | said honestly. | feel 
emotional now, a tiredness rises up in me and | feel fragile 
as if | could burst into tears at a moment’s notice. 


“| wanted to,” he says simply. | look at him, all torn and 
mused up and yet somehow the most collected man I’ve 
ever met. It’s almost as though he doesn’t quite live in this 
world, | think. As if he is always somehow separate. 


Apart from last night. Last night he had my full attention. 
Andrei is still talking about Ivan. 


“I will not allow him to put his hands on you. I’m so sorry this 
happened Callie.” 


“Thank you.” In the fuss of getting lost | had all but 
forgotten about what Ivan had done but now | recoil as | 
remember his hot breath stinking in my face. 


“He will be leaving,” Andrei continues. “You will not have to 
work with him again.” 


That means it will be just me and you, I think, a stab of 
delight coursing through me. | feel a pang of guilt about 
getting Ivan sacked but dismiss it as instantly as it comes. 
My first thought after my professor tried to grope me was to 


find a way to blame myself. I’m not falling into that trick 
again. 


“Thank you,” | say instead. 
Andrei shakes his head. 


“If David knew what’s been going on here he would have 
you home in a heartbeat,” he says with a sigh. | reach over 
the table for his hand and he gives it to me, looking at me 
intently. 


“lam so sorry about Ivan.” 
“It’s not your fault. It’s his.” 


“No. His attitude has been off ever since you came here. | 
should have predicted this. | didn’t realise...” he cuts off and 
shakes his head again. 


“What? That he was a misogynistic asshole?” 


Andrei laughs at that, a deep rumbling chuckle that even 
after my distress manages to stoke my desire. 


“Yes. Exactly that.” He flexes his other hand and | can still 
sense the anger bubbling just below the surface. “| wanted 
to kill him. If you hadn’t screamed when you did...” 


I’m left under no illusions about what would have happened 
to Ivan. 


“You're incredibly strong,” | say and he suddenly looks 
guarded. 


“| work out.” 


| can see that, | think. Feeling a hot flush as | remember the 
strength and size of his naked body next to mine. 


“Are you Okay?” 


| think about his question. I’m certainly happy he’s here and 
I’m not lost anymore - or at least I’m with someone who 
seems to know where we are - but | haven't had time to 


process everything that has happened either. Ivan trying to 
attack me, the fight, the bear. I’ve been through the whole 

gamut of human emotions today and I’m not even sure it’s 

past lunchtime. 


“| saw a bear,” | say. He looks at me, too quickly. 

“Oh?” 

“Just before you came. | thought for a moment it was trying 
to get in. It was down by the river. Huge, like really huge, | 


was terrified.” A thought occurs to me. “How will we get 
back if it’s still around?” 


Andrei squeezes my hand. 


“It won’t hurt you,” he says, sounding completely confident 
about that. 


“| thought bears were dangerous?” 


“Some,” he concedes, “but the bears here are...a different 
breed.” 


| think about that. It was certainly an odd colour. Almost 
similar to Andrei’s hair colour. 


“So they never kill people?” 


He hesitates at that. | watch him, taking notice of every line 
and subtle expression. He’s so handsome it takes my breath 
away. He sees me looking at him and smiles. 


“We still need to talk about last night,” he says. | forget all 
about bears and Ivan and feel my mouth go dry with desire 
as | remember exactly what we need to talk about. 


“Yes,” | say softly, “yes we do.” 


He strokes my palm with his thumb and he may as well be 
stroking other parts of my body judging by how | react to his 
touch. | feel my nipples stiffen and a slow burn start 
between my legs. 


“Before you start apologising again,” | say, “| don’t regret it.” 
He smiles, and | catch the look of relief in his eyes. 


“Good. Neither do |. | want you Callie. As much as part of me 
wishes | didn’t, given my friendship with your father, | can’t 
deny the obvious. I’ve never wanted a woman like this.” 


| feel a flutter of delight at his words. At the idea that | can 
have that effect on him. 


| realise | don’t want to talk. I’ve ruminated on this enough. 


“Then what is there to talk about?” | say boldly and get up, 
walking round the table towards him. Feel the adrenaline 
run through me, both nerves and lust, as | lean into him and 
kiss him. For a moment he doesn’t respond and I think he’s 
going to pull away, but then he gives that low growl that I’m 
beginning to realise is a sure sign that he is really, really 
turned on, and he opens his mouth to mine. His hands go 
around my hips, pulling me onto him so I’m practically in his 
lap. | can feel the hardness of his cock against my thigh and 
following my instincts | reach down and brush a hand over 
his shaft through his jeans. 


His hands tighten around me at that and he stands up and 
lifts me up in the same motion, turning me and placing me 
on the table so my legs are around his hips. | hook my thighs 
around him, enjoying the sensation of him between my legs. 
The slow burn in my groin has turned into a wildfire. 


He groans and reaches for my top, tugging at it. | lift my 
arms and we momentarily break our kiss so he can pull it up 
and over my head, then he crushes his mouth against mine 
and places one hand on my back, undoing my bra with a 
twist of his fingers. As my breasts fall free he palms them 
with his other hand and his rough skin against my aching 
nipples makes me whimper. 


| reach for his crotch again. 


“I want to touch you,” | say as | fumble with his jeans and 
unzip his fly. He steps out of them and | reach for his shaft, 
squeezing it with my hand. It feels as hard as it looks and 
yet I’m surprised by the softness of the skin around it. | 
move my hand tentatively up and down and then stop when 
he lets out a loud groan. 


“Is that okay?” | ask. He nips at my lower lip. 


“It’s amazing. Don’t stop,” he says. | continue, enthused by 
his words and | lean back on the table slightly so | can watch 
his face as | touch him. His eyes are half closed and glazed 
with desire and I’m amazed at how he responds to my touch, 
growing even harder and thicker beneath my hand. It makes 
me feel both confident and sexy. 


Then he leans back in and wraps an arm around me, his 
hand pushing me into him. 


“| love your hands on me,” he whispers in my ear. | moan, 
turned on by his obvious lust. 


“| want you inside me,” | whisper back. He pulls back and 
looks down at me. 


“Are you sure? | want your first time to be special.” 
| laugh at that. 


“| don’t need a fancy hotel or whatever you’re planning,” | 
tell him. “With you it’s special.” 


“You've had a bad time this morning...” he begins. | shake 
my head. 


“Don’t do that. Don’t tell me | don’t know what I’m saying.” 
Suddenly | feel angry. Not at him, but at all of the 
constraints I’ve had in my life. My father constantly trying to 
decide my choices for me. “If | can say ‘no’ to Ivan, then | 
can say ‘yes’,” | point out. 


He looks at me for what feels like forever, then in a swift 
moment he picks me up and carries me across the room, 
kicking a door open into a bedroom with a king-size bed and 
what look like very fresh and very expensive sheets. 


“This is special enough,” | tell him with a grin. Who gets to 
lose their virginity in a cabin in the woods on silk sheets 
after being chased by a bear? The bizarreness of it all makes 
me giggle. 


Andrei lays me down on the bed and removes his top before 
he helps me out of my jeans and panties. I’m not at all 
embarrassed about my nakedness anymore the look in his 
eyes as he gazes at me makes me catch my breath as his 
lust ignites mine. He positions himself between my legs and 
gently starts to lick me, making me whimper. He swirls his 
tongue around the outside of my clit, deliberately avoiding 
the most sensitive spot until I’m panting and pushing my 
hips towards his mouth. 


“Relax,” he tells me, pausing to look up at me with a wicked 
glint in his eye. “I want you wet and ready for me.” 


He slips the barest fingertip inside me. | gasp then push 
down on his hand. | want more. Much more. My insides feel 
as though I’m going to melt in a pool of liquid heat. As he 
slips his whole finger inside me and begins to very gently 
stroke the front wall of my pussy | moan loudly. The 
unfamiliar sensation is like nothing I’ve felt before and is 
both delicious and infuriating. | can feel my orgasm building 
and | know | need more, but he moves with deliberate 
slowness. When he bends his head and gently sucks on my 
clit | have to bite my lip to stop myself from screaming in 
delight. Then he goes back to that steady licking motion, 
though at least now he passes his tongue over my clit, and | 
feel waves of pleasure all through me, getting stronger and 
faster. 


“Andrei...” | moan as he slips a second finger inside me, 
millimetre by millimetre, testing the edges of my readiness. | 
feel myself stretch to accommodate him but it’s not 
unpleasant, more of a dull ache that demands to be satiated. 
He moves his fingers gently in a fluttering motion and | can 
hear myself moaning loudly now and moving in time with 
his fingers and mouth. 


| orgasm on a scream, feeling my juices cover his hand, my 
pussy contracting and expanding around him. 


He rears up between my legs and pushes just the tip of his 
cock into me while the waves of my orgasm are still wearing 
off. | smile and nod up at him through heavy lids, feeling the 
afterglow flood through my body. He slides himself into me 
deliciously slowly and as | see the concentration on his face | 
can also see what it’s costing him to move so slowly. | lift my 
legs and hook them around his back and he slides fully 
inside me. 


He stops, his cock twitching inside me. 
“How does it feel?” 


“Amazing,” | whisper. | can feel my body stretch around him 
but it doesn’t hurt, and as he starts to slowly move inside 
me | push my body up against his so he’s rubbing on my clit 
at the same time. Andrei buries his face in my neck, 
moaning as he moves. 


“You feel amazing too,” he tells me, burying a hand in my 
hair. “Your pussy is so wet and tight around me.” | gasp at 
his dirty talk and feel myself flood with even more wetness, 
my body responding to his words with a life of its own. 


“Tell me you're mine now,” he whispers to me and | half 
moan, half whimper with pleasure and an emotion | don’t yet 
want to name. 


“Yes,” | say. “Yes I’m yours.” 


He picks up his motion at that and any ability to forma 
coherent sentence is gone as | dig my fingers into his back 
and buck my hips in time with his. | feel another orgasm 
build, more quickly this time, and as | feel myself explode 
around him he groans loudly into my ear, then collapses on 
top of me and | feel his cock twitching as he cums, filling me 
up. 

| bury my head in his chest, suddenly tearful. | know in that 
moment that I love him. That not just my body but my heart 
and soul is his. 


CHAPTER 11 


Andrei 


She’s so beautiful. 


Callie lies on my chest, her leg thrown over my body. | can 
feel her wetness against my hip, and it’s enough to make my 
cock twitch even though I’m fully satiated from the sex. She 
runs her fingers lazily over my chest. 


| love seeing her like this all mellow and relaxed from her 
climax. She’s mine now. What surprises me more is how 
certain | feel that | am also hers. In claiming her I’ve been 
claimed myself. 


| love her. 


| think it and know instantly it’s true. From the moment | saw 
her | knew, although I may not have wanted to admit it, that 
this is more than lust. 


Not that the lust isn’t overwhelming. The scent of her, wet 
and musky from our sex, invades my nostrils and | don’t 
think l'Il ever get it out. | inhale as if | could drink it in. Drink 
her in. 


This wasn’t how I wanted it to be. She was right | was 
thinking a fancy hotel. Not a cabin | only acquired by 
murdering the last inhabitant, after she had run away from 
Ivan and, she thinks, from a bear. 


Sooner or later I’m going to have to tell her that | am that 
bear. 


| know I’m frightened she will reject me, and I hate the 
feeling. Fear is not an emotion I’m at all familiar with. 


But | have to tell her. | should have told her before this, but 
after the events of this morning and the panic | felt when 
she ran off, Knowing she had no clue where she was going, 
well | suppose it’s been an intense morning for us both. And 
there’s something about her that tests the edge of my 
control. When she walked over and kissed me, all other 
considerations went out of the window. 


Before we go any further, | have to tell her. 
“Callie?” 


She makes a small noise, halfway between a whimper and a 
murmur, and | look down at her. 


She’s asleep. | can’t help but smile at how beautiful she 
looks her long eyelashes grazing her cheeks and her 
features completely relaxed. | ease from under her and she 
doesn’t stir. She’s in a deep sleep already. Stretching, | leave 
the bedroom and walk out of the cabin, looking around me. 
The woods are calm and bright and | can hear the river in 
the background, and yet...| allow my bear senses to come to 
the forefront and listen. I’m downwind, but | catch, just fora 
moment, a scent that | recognise. 


Ivan. He’s around. 


| shut the door to the cabin gently so | don’t wake Callie, and 
shift. A moment of intense burning and stretching, and then 
I’m done. I’m a bear. With all my senses firing | sniff the air. 


Ivan is definitely on the prowl but he’s not too close not yet. 
He’s in human form, not bear, but that could change at any 
minute. Has he come to find me or Callie? At the thought of 
him going anywhere near her again | want to rip his head 
off. In this form | could do it in one move. 


| start to track him, my bloodlust heightening, but the scent 
is already getting less intense. | could follow him and find 


him, but it means leaving Callie on her own, and she has no 
idea where she is or where | am. 


With a low bellow of frustration | turn and make my way 
back to the cabin. 


And then | stop. 


Callie is standing in the doorway, staring at me, frozen in 
horror. Her eyes are wide in her face with fear. 


Of me. She’s scared of me. Even in bear form the realisation 
twists in my gut. 


| stay still, staring at her, willing her to realise it’s me. But 
why would she? She just sees an animal. One big enough to 
tear her from limb to limb. 


In a sudden movement she darts inside and slams the door. | 
hear the bolt sliding into place. Keeping me out. 


| shift, shake myself and knock softly on the door. 


“Callie?” | call, trying to make my voice as soothing as 
possible, “it’s me.” 


| hear her on the other side of the door, her breath coming 
heavily. 


“Andrei?” She sounds tearful. My heart aches at her distress. 
“Open the door and let me in,” | say. 

| hear a sob. 

“There was a bear. How did you...what’s going on?” 

This is not how | wanted her to find out. 


“Let me in,” | tell her again, “and l'Il explain everything. | 
promise.” 


There’s an excruciatingly long moment before | hear the bolt 
Slide back and she lets me in, then bolts the door again 
behind her. 


“There was a bear. Just minutes ago,” she says, folding her 
arms over her breasts. She’s naked, and | have to drag my 
eyes away from her gorgeous body. 


“| know,” | say, at a loss with how to explain any of it. Where 
do | even start? 


“What were you doing out there?” she asks. | can see the 
utter confusion in her eyes and wish | could do something to 
take it away, but I’m worried this will break us before we 
even have a chance. She’s very close to panic, it’s coming 
from her in waves. 


“You fell asleep. | went to get some fresh air.” 


“You didn’t see the bear?” There’s a pleading in her eyes 
and | realise part of her fear is that she’s going mad, seeing 
things that aren’t there. | nod. 


“There was a bear.” 


| see a moment of relief in her face, only to be replaced with 
more confusion. 


“So, where did it go? How did you get past it?” 
| rub a hand over my face, suddenly weary. 
It’s time to get this over with. The decision is hers. 


“Let’s go back into the bedroom,” | suggest. “You’re going to 
need to be comfortable for this.” 


She raises an eyebrow at me but does as | suggest, sitting 
on the bed. | sit next to her. 


“What is it Andrei?” She raises her beautiful blue eyes to 
mine. “What do you need to tell me?” 


| barely know where to start. 
“The bear...” | began. 
“Yes?” 


“It was me.” 


She stares at me, her eyes wider and wider with each 
passing moment. Then she bursts out laughing and | catch 
the edge of hysteria in her chuckles. 


“What the...? Oh my god you're serious, aren't you?” | just 
nod. She stops laughing and sits and stares at me. 


“Andrei, are you feeling alright. You do know what you’re 
saying is absolutely insane?” | can almost see her mind 
whirring as she tries to process what I’m telling her. 


“This should never have happened like this,” | tell her, 
feeling suddenly wretched. Now she thinks I’m crazy. With a 
sigh | get to my feet. 


“I’ve never done this in front of a human,” | tell her. “Don’t 
be scared.” 


She just looks at me quizzically, and | close my eyes and do 
it before | change my mind. 


| shift. 


Callie panics, scrambling away from me towards the top of 
the bed, and the smell of fear fills the small room. | shift 
back. Changing so quickly leaves me weak and | lean 
against the wall to steady myself. Callie’s mouth is just 
hanging open. 


“You..you’re a bear,” she says. | nod, watching her warily to 
see if she will run, or maybe even rage at me. Instead she 
just bites her lip, lost in thought. 


“Okay,” she says, drawing out the word. “So how does it 
work. Is it like a werewolf?” 


“Sort of.” | sit back down but I’m careful to leave some space 
between me and her, so | don’t just overwhelm her. 


“Andrei,” she says as though I’m testing her patience, “l 
know you’re a man of few words, but could you please 


explain this to me? Properly?” 


“I'll try,” | say, before taking a deep breath. “Okay, so I’m not 
human. | don’t really know what we are.” 


“We? There’s more of you?” 


“Yes. Just under a hundred in the Clan. Maybe five hundred 
scattered across the world. We believe there used to be more 
centuries ago, but civilisation has not been kind to us.” 


Callie looks puzzled. 
“Aren’t you immortal?” 
| chuckle at that. 
“That’s vampires.” 


“Are they real too?” she asks with a look of horror on her 
face. 


“Not that | know of.” 


She takes a deep breath, probably of relief, and draws her 
legs up, tucking herself into a ball. 


“So how does it work? Not on full moons?” 
She clearly watches too much TV. 


“No. We can shift more or less as we please. It becomes 
uncomfortable if we go too long, anything more than around 
a week. But we don’t have to shift at any particular time.” 


“So you don’t know where you come from? Like, 
evolutionarily?” 


| shrug. “We've always been here.” 
“You mentioned a Clan?” 


“Yes. Those of us who live in Northern Russia, we have our 
own community. Others bears can occasionally join, but 
often it’s about territory and bloodlines. Arkhangelsk and its 
surroundings is split between myself, Alek and Mikhail.” 


“Who are they?” 


“Alek is another Clan member. His whole family is Clan, 
which is rare. Mikhail is, not quite our leader, because we 
don’t really have them, but if we did | suppose he would be 
it.” 

She looks startled, as if something has just occurred to her. 


“Is that why you do that nostril thing? Why your sense of 
smell is more acute?” 


| nod, watching as the horror creeps across her face. 
“Ivan does that too. So is he...like you?” 

“Yes.” 

“Oh my god,” she breathes. 


“He will not come near you again,” | promise her. “You have 
my word.” 


“This explains the way you were fighting. Your strength.” 
She seems to be talking to herself as much as to me. “I knew 
there was something different about you both but...not that. 
Who would guess that?” 


| don’t answer her. 
“Is Marta a bear?” 


| shake my head. “No. But she is from a Clan family. Women 
don’t usually shift don’t ask me why. But they can carry the 
gene, if that’s what it is. There aren’t many Clan families. We 
tend to be solitary. We take mating seriously - it’s for life, so 
relationships are often rare. Most of us are born to human 
women and then come to the Clan as adolescents before we 
have our first shift.” 


“That’s sad,” she says, looking at me with compassion. “Is 
that what happened to you?” 


“Yes, but | was lucky. My father was always involved to some 
degree. | knew what | was early on. Ivan - he only came to us 
recently after soending years trying to suppress his shifts. | 
was assigned to mentor him, but you’ve seen how well that 
has worked out.” 


She smiles at me sympathetically. 


“You're not responsible for him. He’s a grown man. Or bear,” 
she adds with a chuckle. | can’t help but laugh with her, 
glad that she seems to be taking this relatively within her 
Stride. 


She reaches out and runs a hand lightly down the outside of 
my arm. Fuck, | love her touch. 


“Does it hurt?” she asks. “It looked intense.” 


“When I shift? Not really, although it is disorientating fora 
moment or two afterwards.” 


She looks deep in thought and we sit in silence for a while. | 
wonder how many more revelations she can take today and | 
know this isn’t the time to tell her about Baranovsky and the 
real legacy of the Clan. | suspect finding out I’m a hitman 
would be more shocking to her than discovering I’m a bear. 


But | don’t want to lie to her. My willingness to be so open 
with her shocks me after a lifetime of having to hide who 
and what | am. There are other reasons not to talk to her 
about bratva business though. It’s dangerous. And | will not 
put her in danger. 


| decide that part of my life is on a strictly need to know 
basis. It has to be or | comprise her safety, and the thought 
of that goon Baranovsky getting anywhere near her makes 
my blood boil. 


“So, is there anything else | need to Know?” she asks, right 
on cue. 


But actually, there is. 


“Yes. | said that we rarely have relationships?” 


She nods her head and | can see the wariness in her eyes 
now as she must be wondering where I’m going with this. 
Does she think I would reject her, after this? After she has 
given herself to me. With more than just her body, | know it. 


“When we do, we take them very seriously. Revealing our 
true identity to an outsider - a human - is not something we 
do unless absolutely necessary.” 


“Does my father know?” She looks horrified at the thought. 
“No. No, David has no idea about this.” 


“Okay. So when you say necessary, do | have to take like an 
oath of secrecy or something?” 


“Not quite. It’s your choice of course, but there would be the 
assumption that we would mate.” 


Her expression is one of total bewilderment. I’m not 
explaining this very well. | decide to just tell her how it is. 


“Mating is for life. You would be sworn into the Clan as my 
life-partner.” 


Callie looks shocked, but | detect a jolt of pleasure in her too. 
“You mean, like marriage?” 


“Kind of, maybe. It’s for life,” | emphasise again, wanting her 
to understand that point. 


“Do you not think,” she says slowly, drawing out her words, 
“that it might have been a good idea to tell me this before 
we had sex?” 


She’s right, of course. I’ve gone about this all wrong, and 
potentially compromised the Clan in the process. Not that | 
don’t trust Callie to keep it quiet if she chooses to return to 
America, but even so, I’ve revealed myself in a way that 
would have been unthinkable before she arrived. 


She’s changing me, | realise. Although my lust for her and 
the insane urge to protect her brings out all of my animal 

instincts, she also makes me feel more human. I’m not yet 
sure if that’s a good or a bad thing. 


“Yes, It’s just all been so sudden. This is new for me too 
Callie.” 


She runs a hand through her hair. 
“You don’t have to decide now,” | tell her. 
“What happens if | say no?” 


| shrug. “Nothing, | suppose. | should tell the Clan you know 
of our existence. We would...keep in touch, to a certain 
degree. Make sure you are protected.” 


“You mean check up on me on a regular basis to check I’m 
not blabbing to everyone.” 


| bend my head, conceding her point. “That too.” 


“And me and you? What happens to this,” she swipes her 
hand referring to me, her and the bedroom, “if | don’t want 
to pledge myself to you for life?” 


“We don’t really do casual. It’s not in our-my-nature.” 
She exhales loudly. 


“I'm getting that. There’s been nothing casual about this 
whole set-up since | arrived.” 


“No,” | agree. 


| want her to say yes. Yes, she will be my mate, mine. 
Claimed in front of the Clan. If she says no, | don’t know how 
I’m going to let her go. | have to and will, no Clan bear takes 
a mate against their will, but | don’t know how | will deal 
with that. In just a few short days she has taught me how it 
feels to have somebody to lose. 


“Why do you have to do what the Clan says anyway?” she 
asks. “You have your own mind surely?” 


| feel myself bristle at the idea that | can’t think for myself. 


“Yes,” | hear myself snap, then try to soften my tone. None of 
this is her fault, how can | expect her to understand how my 
world works? 


“We have reasons for the way we operate,” | explain. “By 
nature we are solitary and if we have a relationship it’s for 
life. But there are practical considerations too. We have to 
keep our existence secret from the government. Can you 
imagine what the Kremlin would do if they knew of us?” 


“Would they kill you?” 


“Maybe not kill though it would no doubt come to that as we 
would never acquiesce to them willingly. | suspect they 
would want to round us up and experiment on us. Find out 
the secrets of our strength and speed and healing ability.” 


“Healing ability?” 


“Yes. Look at me,” | tell her. “Do you see any bruises from my 
fight with Ivan?” 


She shakes her head wonderingly and reaches towards me, 
stroking my face in a gesture | believe is meant to be tender 
but any hint of her skin on mine makes me want to take her 
again. 


“Wow. Yes | see what you mean. You could be used as the 
ultimate weapon.” 


She’s not wrong. | can’t risk telling her of our bratva 
connection, but | try to enlighten her as best as | can. | take 
her hand and hold it in her lap, trying not to be distracted 
by her luscious nakedness. 


“Exactly that. So what few rules or traditions we do have are 
aimed at keeping us safe and of course continuing our 


bloodline. We stay in the background as far as possible, 
though some mix better in the human world than others. 
I’ve always stayed on the periphery.” 


“Is that why you went into a business that can mostly be 
done online?” 


“Perhaps. It’s also a general interest.” 
“You said something about guardians?” 
She’s getting closer to the truth now. 


“Yes. We act as guardians of our territory. Organised crime is 
on a massive scale in Russia the bratva and oligarchs run 
the country, not the government. We do what we can to 
keep our territories and the people in them safe.” That’s the 
most sanitised version | can give her, I think. Just over a 
week ago I was killing a mark in this very cabin. Of course | 
fitted it out with new furniture and gave it a scrub. | thought 
it would make a pleasant resting place for when I’m roaming. 


“Do you have to hurt people?” she asks, coming perilously 
close to the truth. 


“Not unless we have to,” | say guardedly. She lets out a long 
breath again. 


“So, you're some paranormal bear creature who mates for 
life and has to be a secret from the government and 
sometimes you have to hurt people?” Her words come in a 
rush and l'm not sure if she’s going to laugh or cry. 


“That’s more or less it.” Her eyes widen and then she bursts 
out laughing. It’s a rich, joyful sound without the edge of 
hysteria | detected earlier, and | sense a release in her. Her 
laughter is infectious and | chuckle too, pulling her in before 
me. 


“| know it’s a lot to take in,” I say. 


“No shit.” Then she closes her eyes briefly for a moment, 
and when she opens them again I see the sudden distress. 


“What the hell do | tell my father?” 

| groan, remembering David’s impending visit. 
“You can’t tell him what | am.” 

“So | just tell him what? That we’re together?” 


“If that’s what you decide you want. If you decide to go 
home | will tell him the internship fell through because of 
business commitments on my end. | will give you a good 
reference for wherever you want to go. | understand how 
confusing this must be all be.” 


“| bet you don’t, actually.” She sighs and looks away and | 
watch her, drinking in the sight of her naked next to me and 
| know that | have to do whatever it takes to make her mine. 


CHAPTER 12 


Callie 


Be with him? For life? That’s what he’s asking me, even if he 
does refer to it in that funny way ‘mating.’ Sounds like 
something from the Discovery Channel. Yet at the same time 
it sends a shiver of pleasure through me. The thought of 
being his, of us being bonded together...as much as I’m 
trying to tell myself that this is crazy and | barely know him, 
every instinct in me is screaming that this is right. This is /t. 
He’s the one. 


Even if he is a bear. 


Somehow now that | know it makes a weird kind of sense. 
I’m not sure if that’s why I’ve been able to accept it or if I’m 
in a state of shock. This day has been a rollercoaster ride. 


And | did it. | lost my virginity. To Andrei. 


| shift on the bed, feeling a dull ache between my legs. It’s 
not painful, but I’m aware of it. The awareness though is 
only making me aroused as | remember the feel of him 
inside me. 


| look at him, at the strength and size and manliness of him 
and feel a rush of emotion. | want to tell him yes, but do | 
really know what this will involve? I’ve always assumed if | 
was to ever meet someone and settle down it would bea 
real white wedding, complete with lace and a cake and 
dancing, not some obscure ceremony. 


“This mating thing,” | ask him, “what does the ceremony 
involve?” My head spins with images of growling bears and 
strange rituals in the woods. 


“It’s fairly simple,” he assures me and | don’t know if I’m 
relieved or disappointed. “A few Clan will be there, and we'll 
pledge ourselves to each other. Mikhail will probably do the 
honours.” 


“Does he have a mate?” 
Andrei laughs. 
“No. Most of us don’t.” 


So I’m unusual. | feel honoured, sort of. | stroke his arm 
again, marvelling at the size of his bicep compared to my 
hand. The sheer strength in his body is something else, yet | 
also know now how tender he can be. 


Emboldened, | run my hand across his torso and down over 
the rippling of his abs. Before | reach the lines that form a V 
from his hips to his groin, his cock is hard again. 


| want to Know what he tastes like. | bend my head and kiss 
his thigh, nibbling softly. He goes still and for a minute | 
wonder if he will push me away, but then he buries his hand 
in my hair and groans as my mouth finds his balls. The skin 
there is so soft, so delicate compared to the rest of him that | 
take a moment to gently kiss it, wondering at the taste of 
him all musk and male. 


| take his cock in his hand and hesitate, remembering | 
actually don’t know what to do. He’s leaning back on the 
bed with his eyes closed, clearly enjoying my touch, so! put 
my mouth where my hand is and suck gently as | slide my 
lips around the head of his cock and down his shaft. His 
hands clench the sheets beside him. 


“Fuck, Callie,” he says on a heavy breath, “that feels so 
good.” 


| suck harder and he throws his head back and groans. 


There’s something intoxicating about having him at my 
mercy like this, watching his evident pleasure as | lick and 


suck him. When I pull away he grabs my waist and the back 
of my neck and kisses me hard, growling deep in his throat. 


My man. My bear. 


| straddle him, and | have to stretch my thighs to do so 
because of the size of him. He cups my ass, positioning me 
SO my pussy is just touching the tip of his now damp cock. | 
try to push down but he holds me there. 


“Easy,” he says, “| don’t want to hurt you.” 

I’m so turned on | don’t care. 

Then he says something that makes me blush. 

“Touch yourself Callie. Make your pussy ready for me.” 


| suck in my breath, embarrassed at such an intimate 
request but excited by it too. Nervously | trail my hand 
towards my pussy, just brushing my fingertips over my lips. 
feel his cock twitch against me and the way he watches me 
so intently makes me forget any embarrassment. | love the 
way he looks at me and the way his eyes drink up my body 
with pure appreciation. 


| touch my clit, making slow circles with my fingertips and 
feel myself go wet, my juices flowing down my thigh and 
onto his groin. His nostrils flare and he moans. 


“You are so sexy Callie. Don’t stop.” 


| continue, biting my lip as my pussy begins to contract and 
my orgasm build. Feeling wanton | lean back, arching my 
waist and pushing my breasts out towards him. | want to 
cum but | want him inside me. | push down and he slips just 
the head of his cock inside me. My fingers move faster over 
my pussy, working my clit until | feel myself contract and 
expand around him, ripples of sensation flooding through 
my belly and thighs. 


“Cum for me Callie,” he murmurs and | do, bucking against 
him and screaming without a care as he finally pushes his 
whole length up into me and begins to move, pumping into 
me as my orgasm subsides around him. Instantly | can feel 
another one building and | shake my head in wonder at what 
he is able to do to me. 

Panting, he pulls my body against his, nibbling at my neck. 
With one hand on my hip as we move against each other he 
palms my breast with the other. Then he reaches around and 
grabs my ass, pulling me harder onto him. | moan and 
continue to rock against him, then gasp in both shock and 
delight when he spanks me lightly across the ass. 


“You like that,” he smiles, watching my face. 


“Yes,” | breathe and he does it again, causing waves of 
pleasure to ripple through my pussy. It’s such a strange but 
excitingly wicked sensation and as he spanks me again | bite 
my lip, whimpering with pleasure. 


Another first. 


He grabs both my ass cheeks then, pulling me onto him 
harder and faster until he’s groaning in time with me and | 
know he’s about to cum again. 


“Callie,” he gasps as he nears his peak, “tell me you'll be 
mine. My mate.” 


“Yes,” | say through my moans, “yes.” 
“Say you’re mine.” 
| feel myself about to cum and dig my fingers into his back. 


“Yes,” | whisper as | collapse against him, feeling him empty 
himself into me. “I’m yours.” 


As soon as | Say it, | know that it’s true. 


Afterwards we lay together our limbs all tangled up and 
facing each other. He strokes my face, moving a strand of 


hair away from my mouth. 
“When does it happen?” | ask. “The ceremony.” 


“Soon. | will soeak to Mikhail.” He sighs. “I need to speak to 
him about Ivan too.” 

“Do you think Ivan will be back at the house?” Although | 
know Andrei will protect me I have no wish to see Ivan ever 
again. 

“Possibly,” he hesitates. 

“What is it?” 


“| think | sensed him around here earlier. That’s why | 
shifted.” 


| shudder at the thought of him hanging around. Then | 
remember something that | had forgotten amidst all the 
drama. 


“Earlier when he...attacked me, he was in your office. He 
said you had sent him to fetch something?” 


Andrei goes very, very still. 


“No,” he says shortly. “No that’s not true. Was he in my 
desk? It is always locked.” 


“No,” I say, “Just looking through your papers on top of it.” | 
feel him relax against me. 


“He will have found nothing.” 


What is there to find? | wonder. What else is he not telling 
me? Perhaps it’s evidence of the Clan, | tell myself. I’m not 
ready for any more revelations. 


“The question,” Andrei goes on and | get the impression he 
is talking to himself as much as to me, “Is of course what 
exactly is he looking for?” 


He stands up and begins to get dressed, his face grim. | 
follow him, half wishing | hadn’t said anything. Part of me 


wants to stay here with him forever and never go back to 
reality. 


“What will you do?” | ask. | remember the way he wrestled 
Ivan to the ground and beat him earlier. However tender and 
even vulnerable he may be when we're intimate, | realise | 
shouldn’t forget that he is clearly a dangerous man. 


And more than just a man. 
Andrei shrugs. 


“If he has any sense he will not be there when | get back,” 
he says. | see the dark look that crosses his face and it 
makes me glad I’m not Ivan. 


| have a feeling that as soon as we leave the cabin, there’s 
going to be hell to pay. 


CHAPTER 13 


Andrei 


| sense Ivan before | see him. 


I’m walking into the sitting room with Callie when I sense his 
presence and feel my hackles rise before | cognitively 
process he’s there. 


He’s sitting on the couch as though nothing has happened 
but when he looks at me I can feel fear. Good. 


Why the fuck is he still here? 
| feel Callie freeze beside me. 


“Go. l'Il sort this out. Don’t worry,” | tell her. She hesitates, 
looking at me as though she’s about to say something, but 
she leaves without speaking, giving Ivan a contemptuous 
glance before she leaves. | suppress a smile, feeling proud of 
her defiance. 


She will be the perfect mate. 


| turn my attention to Ivan, suppressing a full-on snarl. The 
urge to shift and tear his limbs off is strong. 


“Why are you here? You are no longer welcome.” 


| see him swallow and know he is struggling to compose 
himself. He is angry and still wants to fight me, I can tell, but 
his fear of me is stronger. 


There is another fear also one | can sense but do not 
understand. | do not think it is just the worry of being 
banished from the Clan, or even of being killed. | think back 
to Callie’s disclosure that she had caught him in my office 
and feel my temper rising. 


“I'm...sorry,” Ivan says and I get the impression he wants to 
choke on the word. It is an expression of submission after all, 
and no bear submits easily to another. It’s another reason we 
keep socialising with each other to a minimum. 


“You think that’s good enough?” | walk towards him and see 
him tense. 


“No. | should never have gone near her.” 


“You physically assaulted her,” | snarl. My heart pounds 

furiously in my chest and | can hear the ringing of my pulse 
in my ears. If | don’t calm down l'Il shift out of pure anger. | 
take a deep breath and look at Ivan, who cringes before me. 


There’s something wrong with this picture, | realise. He may 
have realised he stands no chance in a fight against me, but 
to stay and wait for chastisement like this is not lvan’s way. | 
know instinctively that he’s after something, | just have to 
figure out what it is. 


“| just, | lost my temper. | was jealous of you and her | 
suppose. And that she was taking your attention away from 
me.” 


Perhaps if | was a human | would be fooled into compassion 
for him, but his insincerity is as pungent as his fear. 


“| believe you were jealous,” | tell him, “but not for one 
minute that you’re sorry.” 


He shrugs and a little of his usual challenging demeanour 
creeps back in. “So now what? You kick me out and leave me 
to fend for myself?” 


“What do you want a babysitter?” | snap, annoyed by his 
whining. He expects me, or any of the Clan, to take him in 
after this? 


“You attacked my guest while you’re in my home. My 
territory.” 


“And when do | get a territory?” he hisses, his eyes going 
dark with anger. | see a faint rippling on his skin and stand 
poised, ready to shift if he does. Standing and arguing like 
humans is not our way. 


“You're not even Clan,” | remind him. “We took you in out of 
generosity, and it is not usually our way.” 


“You took me in because you didn’t want me wandering 
around by myself attracting unnecessary attention,” he 
Snaps back. 


“Maybe. But still, we did. And you have been given a job, 
somewhere to stay and training, all in preparation for when 
you claim a territory of your own. How is this not good 
enough?” 


Ivan looks down, as though my remark has hit home. 


“You're right,” he says. He takes a deep breath. “So now 
what? | just go?” 


| shake my head. “It’s a Clan decision, not just mine. | will 
speak to Mikhail and the others.” 


His eyes go wide, and I don’t blame him. The Clan consensus 
may well be death, or at the very least banishment on pain 
of it. He knows this, so why has he not left when he had the 
chance? 


“Why were you in my office?” | ask and am rewarded by the 
paling of his expression. This is clearly key to understanding 
his current motivations. 


“| was just looking for the Sodersky files. | couldn’t find them 
in the main office.” 


| shake my head. “No. You know I keep nothing security 
related in there. It is for personal things only.” | don’t keep 
much in there, truth be told, but what is in there | had not 
yet deemed Ivan ready to see. Clan lineages and reports, 
mainly. Nothing top secret...unless you were human. 


Of my dealings with Baranovsky I keep no paper records at 
all. Was that what he was looking for? It’s something | tell 
him little about. 


“1...1 forgot.” 


“You're lying.” | advance on him, flexing my hands at the 
side of my thighs. He is immediately on guard and | know 
this is about to turn ugly. | would welcome it, but | think of 
Callie. For her this day has been eventful enough. 


“What were you looking for?” | snarl, just moments away 
from shifting and only just reigning in the impulse. 


“I told you...the Sodersky files.” 


| realise he isn’t going to just tell me. Whatever this is about, 
it may be bigger than I thought. 


| do something | haven’t yet taught Ivan. It’s not an ability 
all of us possess. | reach out lightning quick and grab him by 
the throat with a hand that is no longer a hand but a claw. | 
see the panic in his eyes and that telltale rippling of his skin. 
| shake him by the throat hard, interrupting his ability to 
shift. 


“Don’t bother,” | warn him, “I will rip your throat out before 
you are halfway through.” He glares at me but relaxes. Or as 
much as he can while I’m squeezing his throat. 


“Now tell me,” | say quietly, containing my rage, “why were 
you going through my desk?” 


He looks at me definitely and | tighten the pressure until 
he’s pawing at his throat. He takes a swing at me and | 
sidestep it, squeezing harder. His eyes are bulging and he’s 
close to losing consciousness. | relent a little, giving hima 
chance to speak. 


“Okay, okay,” he gasps. “It was Baranovsky. He asked me to 
find out more about you and the Clan.” 


What the fuck? 
“Why?” 


“| don’t know.” He panics as! slowly apply more pressure. 
“Honestly, | don’t know. He just wanted as much information 
as | could get.” 


“Have you been working for him the whole time?” Ivan has 
been with me for the best part of a year. 


He shakes his head. 

“No. He approached me a few weeks ago.” 

| fling him away from me, looking at him in disgust. 
“We - |- take you in, and you spy for Baranovsky?” 
| should kill him. | want to kill him. 


He must see the intention in my eyes because he suddenly 
bolts, running out of the room. | roar and charge after him, 
seeing him headed towards the back door. | will kill him in 

the woods, | decide. 


Suddenly Marta steps out of the library only to be knocked 
to the floor by his charging form. Reigning in all my instincts 
to chase and to kill, | stop and help her up. 


“Kak de’la?” 
She nods as she gets to her feet, visibly shaken. 
“Yes. Spasiba.” 


Ivan will have made the most of his head start. | hesitate, 
wondering what the best course of action is, then | hear 
Callie’s voice behind me. 


“Andrei? What happened?” 


| turn towards her and the concern in her face tugs at my 
gut. | open my arms and pull her into them, relishing her soft 


body next to mine. Over the top of her head, Marta looks at 
me and nods in approval. Nothing gets past Marta. 


“Ivan’s gone.” | tell her. We go back into the sitting room and 
Marta disappears to do whatever it is Marta does. She’s an 
amazing housekeeper. | pay her well, although she’s so loyal 
| suspect she would do it for free. 


“Do you think he will come back?” 


| shake my head, but the truth is | don’t know. | want to go 
out and hunt for him but I’m worried about him circling back 
and going after Callie. 


“| need to go and make a call,” | tell her. “FII be back in a few 
minutes.” Before | go into my office | make sure the outside 
doors are locked, then phone Mikhail. 


He answers on the first ring. 
“Andrei. What is it?” 


| tell him about Ivan. When | get to the part about him 
spying for Baranovsky he inhales sharply. 


“He has to die,” he says matter-of-factly, which is the 
reaction | expected. 


“| agree. But we need to know what Baranovsky wants. And 
why.” 

“| doubt if lvan knows.” 

He’s probably right. Ivan was terrified when I was 


questioning him if he knew any more he would have told 
me. 


“| was planning on hunting for him tonight, although if he 
has any sense he will be long gone. I’m worried about Callie 
though, if he comes back for her.” 


There’s a pause. I’ve often thought Mikhail is the least 
human of any of us, but he picks up on something in my 


voice. 
“She’s not just your intern is she?” 


“Not any more,” | admit. | take a deep breath. “I want a 
mating ceremony.” 


Mikhail is quiet and | wonder what he’s thinking. He must be 
surprised, I’m nearly as solitary as he is, but he offers no 
opinion. 


“Okay. l'Il get over to you tonight, along with a few of the 
others who are closest. That way we can get her under the 
protection of the Clan straight away and we can all get a 
track on Ivan’s scent. It will be late before | can reach you, 
midnight maybe.” 


“FI tell Callie.” 


As | put the phone down | think about how quick all this has 
been and | wonder if I’m ready. Taking a mate for life is no 
small commitment, the Clan don’t recognise divorce. Our 
joinings are not like human contracts, legalised and often 
conditional. 


They are forever. 


| go back to Callie and find her curled up in the window seat 
staring out of the window. | walk over to her slowly, letting 
myself drink in her beauty. The evening sun lights up her 
golden hair, framing her with a halo against the pale blue 
sky. She looks at me and | feel a rush of desire and 
protectiveness. 


“What are you looking at?” 


“It’s so beautiful here. | was just thinking I’m lucky...if it’s 
going to be my home.” She looks at me, her expression a 
touch apprehensive as if | could have changed my mind 
between the cabin and here. | smile at her and reach out to 
stroke her face and her skin is buttery soft. 


“About that?” 
a Yes? n 


“| spoke to Mikhail. We agreed - assuming you agree too - 
that it should be done tonight.” 


“Tonight?” She looks shocked. | nod, waiting for her to 
refuse. I’m shocked by the realisation of how much that 
would bother me. If she said no. 


“Okay, this is a bit faster than | was expecting but...why 
not?” She frowns. “Do | need like, a dress or anything?” 


Humans are so odd. 


“We'll be in the woods and it will be dark at least as dark as 
it gets in the summer,” | tell her. | see a flash of 
disappointment cross her face and realise how strange this 
must all be for her. | sit down next to her on the window 
seat. Or at least I try to. It’s not big enough for both of us, so 
| end up just pulling her onto my lap. She straddles me and | 
feel my cock twitch. 


We kiss and | lose myself in the scent and taste of her. | want 
to devour her. 


“I can’t get enough of you,” | tell her. She gives me a teasing 
smile, and | can see how her confidence has grown just from 
today. She knows, I think, the effect she has on me. 


“Well it’s not quite the big white wedding, but it will do,” she 
says softly. | wonder if the big white wedding is what she 
really wants and try to imagine myself in that situation. 
Musicians, lots of people and cameras going off - it sounds 
like my own personal vision of hell. 


“You can back out,” | tell her. 
“Am | allowed to, now that | know?” she asks. 


“| will make sure you are,” | promise her. Mikhail would no 
doubt have something to say about it, but this is not his 


decision to make. This territory and this woman is mine. 
She shakes her head. 


“| don’t think | could go back to normality after all this,” she 
says and | feel guilty again. She’s been exposed to things 
most humans will never conceive of, been given evidence of 
the paranormal right before her eyes. Could | trust her to not 
talk about it? 


| have to. | won’t force her to stay. 
“There’s nothing back in America for me,” she says sadly. 


“There’s your father,” | point out. As much as David may be 
a control freak he is her father. 


“He can visit right?’ 


“Of course. And you can come and go as you please Callie, 
this isn’t captivity. But it will be more solitary than you’re 
used to, especially after university.” 


“Actually,” she tells me, “I found school the loneliest place of 
all. Everyone is bustling around and busy, there’s so much 
to do, but nobody really sees you. If you’re not part of the in 
crowd, you become invisible.” 


I think about that. 


“That sounds more lonely than I’ve ever felt here,” | say 
honestly. She looks at me and | see sadness in her eyes. 


“I've always felt like that,” she admitted, “until | met you.” 


The sincerity of her words touch me at some primal level and 
| wish | could take those experiences away from her. The 
thought of anyone hurting her or ignoring her is rage 
inducing. 


“Then I’m glad we met.” There is so much more | want to 
Say, SO many emotions churning inside me but | have no 
idea how to articulate them or even begin. So much of my 


inner world even in human form is animal, | think with 
instincts, not words. 


“Me too,” she says although I sense disappointment coming 
from her as though she was waiting for something more. She 
gets up, practically brushing her tits across my face as she 
does so. 


“I'm so tired, | need to lie down. | was rudely awakened 
earlier.” She grins at me. 


“Go. l'Il wake you when it’s nearly time.” 


| watch her walk out of the room, her ass and hips swaying, 
and | can hardly believe myself that this is happening. | 
should be concentrating on sorting this mess out with Ivan 
and Baranovsky, but all | can think about is the fact that she 
said yes. That she’s going to be my mate. Mine. And that 
luscious body will be in my bed every night. 


She handled the fact of me being something more than 
human incredibly well, | think. 


At what point, | wonder, am I going to have to tell her l'm a 
killer? 


CHAPTER 14 


Callie 


| step into the small clearing, my arm linked through 
Andrei’s. | put on a white light woollen dress that | know 
clings to my every curve, in lieu of an actual wedding dress. 
Andrei of course is in his usual black jeans and tight black t- 
shirt. | steal a glance at him out of the corner of my eye just 
to remind myself how sexy he is. 


Is he really going to be mine? For the rest of my life? It’s a 
heady thought and a crazy one but it’s really happening. In 
one day | really have lost my virginity to a man who turns 
into a bear whenever the fancy takes him and am about to 
pledge myself to him for life. 


But I don’t know anything about him! The sensible part of 
me protests. She’s right, but I’m letting my heart and my 
intuition guide me on this one. This feels so inexplicably 
right that | know if | just left and tried to put the whole 
episode behind me I would regret it for the rest of my life. 


So here we are. 


The others have turned up over the last hour or so. Mikhail is 
huge, even bigger than Andrei, with eyes that look fully 
animal and more than a bit dangerous. | get the impression 
he disapproves, although he’s nothing but polite. 


Then there’s Alek, who is boyishly handsome but also built 
like a wrestler, with his sister Jenka and her small daughter 
Rosa. An actual Clan family. I’m glad there’s another woman 
around and she seems to feel the same we've already 
Swapped numbers. 


There are a few more bears whose names | can’t remember, 
but they are all huge and all, like Andrei, not particularly 
chatty. There’s a slight air of tension, and | wonder what the 
outcome was about Ivan. | know they were discussing him 
while | was getting ready. But I’m not going to think about 
him or his fate right now. 


The Clan members stand in a horseshoe shape with Mikhail 
in the middle, all looking very serious as we approach, 
although Jenka winks at me and Rosa looks excited. 


Andrei has told me what to expect and while it all sounds 
simple enough | feel nervous. My breath is shallow and | 
have to make myself breathe slowly in an effort to calm my 
anxiety. As if he can sense it - which, | remind myself, he 
probably can - Andrei squeezes my arm. 


We stop in front of Mikhail, who nods to Andrei and then to 
me. It’s not that he’s hostile, but | get the impression he 
doesn’t like other people very much. Even other bears. 


He says a few words in Russian and the onlookers reply. | get 
the impression it’s some kind of traditional call and response 
and make a mental note to ask Andrei about it later. 


Then he switches to English for my benefit. 


“Do you both agree to be mated, flesh to one flesh, blood to 
one blood, Clan to one Clan?” he asks and the atmosphere is 
heavy all of a sudden as though everyone is watching us 
with bated breath. 


Andrei looks at me and his expression is serious as he looks 
deep into my eyes. This is it, | think. It’s my last chance to 
back out. Yet in spite of my nerves or even because of them | 
know there’s no way I’m turning back now. | didn’t ask to be 
plunged into this new crazy reality but now I’m here, and I’m 
choosing it for myself. | want Andrei. | need Andrei. This is a 
small price to pay. 


Andrei doesn’t take his eyes off me as he repeats Mikhail’s 
words. 


“Flesh to one flesh. Blood to one blood. Clan to one Clan. | 
swear this before you all.” 


He nods at me and | take a deep breath before | repeat the 
VOW. 


“Flesh to one flesh. Blood to one blood. Clan to one Clan.” 
It’s as if there’s magic in the words as a ripple of energy 
goes through the small group. | can feel my skin tingling and 
coming alive. “I swear this before you all,” | finish, smiling at 
Andrei. 


Then Mikhail takes out a knife. 


| knew about this, but | wasn’t expecting it to be sucha 
bloody big knife. 


Andrei holds out his forearm and | do the same, wishing | 
hadn’t put a white dress on of all things. 


The blade is quick and sharp and | feel little as Mikhail draws 
it lightly down my wrist. He does the same to Mikhail but 
deeper. Andrei doesn’t even wince. Then he presses our 
forearms together and | feel it again, that rush of energy 
that must be what magic would feel like if it was real. 


If? | have to remember | saw a man turn into a bear today. 
There really is magic of some kind in his blood. 


As our blood mingles together the Clan chants as one. 
“Flesh to one flesh. Blood to one blood. Clan to one Clan.” 


Mikhail releases our arms and | look down to see with a 
shock that the cut has already closed. Andrei’s skin has 
completely healed as though there was never a knife on it. | 
feel another rush of energy and | remember what he said 
about his power to heal. Apparently it works on others too. 


| look at him in wonder, and he smiles. 


“You are now forever mate bonded.” Mikhail declares quietly. 
A low murmur of congratulations ripples through the 
assembled Clan members. 


Andrei is staring at me now with sudden and unbridled lust 
and | want nothing more than to go back to the house and 
have him take off my clothes. Show me again what ‘mating’ 
really means. But | know we're not done yet. 


Mikhail fixes his icy stare on me. 


“Callie,” he says, and his voice is serious but not unkind, “do 
you swear to uphold the responsibility of being a human 
Clan member? You are sworn to secrecy concerning our 
existence, on pain of banishment or death. Do you 
understand?” 


“I do,” | say, unnerved by the threat but not really scared. 
For one | have no intention of telling anyone - who would 
even believe it! - and for another | know Andrei would never 
let them hurt me. 


“Do you swear to put the Clan before all else, and to consult 
Clan members on any decision which may affect us as 
individuals or as a whole?” 


| nod again. I’m not so sure about putting a bunch of shape 
shifters | don’t even know ‘before all else’, but Andrei is one 
of them and I can pledge to putting him first at least. 


“And if you should have any children, you agree that should 
they shift on adolescence you will allow them to be 
mentored within the Clan as to how to handle their 
abilities?” 


“| do,” | say for the third time, thinking about the prospect of 
children. It’s not something I’ve ever thought about in any 
great detail before. Carrying Andrei’s children though, the 
thought makes something inside me start to crave that 


connection and the experience of bringing new life into the 
world. 


“You are Clan.” Mikhail announces and Andrei smiles at me 
proudly. The others chant back ‘Clan to one Clan!’ and then 
Andrei pulls me into his arms. He takes my face in his hands 
and kisses me roughly and | hear Rosa say “eww, gross!” 
before | pull away, laughing and crying at the same time. 


Then Andrei steps away. He, Mikhail and the other bears 
back into the woods and begin to undress. They’re going to 
shift. I’m glad Jenka and Rosa are here and I’m not just 
standing on my own surrounded by bears, even if they are 
now sort-of family. 


| hear snarling and heavy bodies running and see flashes of 
fur through the trees. Jenka smiles at me sympathetically. 


“You want to see it when everyone gets together. It’s pretty 
crazy.” 


“| want to be able to do it when | grow up,” announces Rosa. 
Jenka smiles at her indulgently. 


“Maybe Rosa. | don’t think there’s been a She-Bear in the 
Clan for centuries.” 


Rosa squints at me. She’s around seven and very precocious. 
“You're very pretty,” she tells me. | ruffle her hair. 
“So are you.” 


“Shall we go back to the house?” Jenka suggests. “They will 
be a while.” 


| nod and we begin to walk back. | think how odd the 
situation is, we’ve essentially just been married and he’s off 
running around in the woods. It’s going to take a while to 
get used to the strangeness of it all. 


In the dining room | see Marta has laid out a spread of cold 
meats, chutneys and rolls. There’s even an iced sponge 


cake. Marta herself is nowhere to be seen, she goes to bed 
early. 


“| suppose we should wait for Andrei before we cut the 
cake,” | say without conviction. It looks delicious. Rosa grins 
at me and pushes a plate towards me. 


The cake is almost all gone when Andrei walks in with 
Mikhail and Alek behind him. He looks pumped and alive 
and | go straight to him and wrap my arms around him. | 
don’t care if Mikhail disapproves. I’m one of them now. 


It’s a nice feeling. I’ve never really felt like | belonged 
anywhere before. To my father maybe but that has always 
felt more like control than belonging. And my mom...| can’t 
help but wonder what she would make of all his. 


Andrei digs in to the food while Jenka takes Rosa off to bed. 
They're staying in the spare room, Alek in Ivan’s old room 
and Mikhail on the couch. Jenka is staying for obvious 
reasons, it’s very late for Rosa and she needs to sleep but 
Mikhail and Andrei apparently have something to do in the 
city tomorrow. | suspect it’s to do with Ivan but | also know 
there are still some things he’s not telling me. 


But I’m not going to worry about it tonight. | look at Andrei 
and he knows instantly what | want. 


“Let’s go to bed,” he says. 


It’s the first time I’ve been in his room and as | look around 
I’m not surprised to see how minimalist it is. | doubt it’s a 
conscious decor choice either, it’s just Andrei’s way. The bed 
is something though, king size and with a huge wrought iron 
headboard. 


“Take off your clothes,” he says almost roughly. | do as he 
asks, watching his face the whole time. | love the way he 
looks at me, as if I’m the only woman in the world. 


“Come here,” he demands. | walk towards him as he strips 
off his shirt and jeans and when I reach him I run my hands 
over his chest slowly, taking in every bit of him. His cock 
springs to attention and I’m wet instantly remembering how 
it felt inside me earlier. | want it again. 


Suddenly Andrei picks me up and we're both lying on the 
bed, with me on my stomach. He lies between my thighs and 
parts my legs, exposing me to his view. This feels even more 
intimate than everything I’ve already experienced with him 
today and | bury my head in the sheets, overwhelmed with 
sensation. 


He begins to nibble and kiss the inside of my thighs and 
around my ass and | moan into the fabric, lifting my hips up 
to expose myself to him further, wanting him to take me in 
his mouth. It feels different this way and as his tongue 
reaches under me and laps across my clit | gasp at the 
sensation. | want to cum in his mouth again. 


He continues to lick me, moving down and actually slipping 
the tip of his tongue inside my hole, dipping it in and out. 
Then he flicks his tongue up, between the cheeks of my ass, 
travelling all the way up to my back and down again. Fora 
moment | freeze as his tongue probes my ass, but it feels so 
good | can’t bear to ask him to stop. It’s certainly not a body 
part | would ever have thought of as erotic and yet as he 
continues | can feel my pussy throbbing and getting even 
wetter. My clit pulses and | know I’m close to the edge 
already. 


He pulls away abruptly and | feel almost bereft. | look back 
at him over my shoulder, pleading. 


“Don’t stop,” | Say. 


His cock is huge and hard, a bead of wetness glistening at 
the head of it and I realise he’s as turned on as | am. 


“| need to be inside you,” he growls. | nod. “Yes,” | say, 
bucking my hips towards him. 


With a grunt of appreciation he pulls me up by my hips so 
that I’m on all fours and kneels between my legs. He gives 
my ass a gentle smack and | moan as he then slips two 
fingers inside my pussy, gently rubbing the front wall until 
I’m incoherent with need. 


“You're so wet,” he groans and begins to push his cock into 
me slowly. It feels different like this, bigger and more 
intense, but immensely pleasurable as he reaches all of my 
most intimate spots and every nerve ending in my pussy is 
hypersensitive to the feel and thickness of him. He begins to 
thrust harder and | match his rhythm with my own, grinding 
my hips into him and urging him on. | want him to fill me, to 
fuck me until I’m cumming all over him, and my dirty 
thoughts both shock me and only serve to turn me on even 
more. 


“Harder,” | encourage him and he thrusts himself deeper 
into me, wrapping his hand in the hair at the nape of my 
neck and tugging on it gently as he enters me over and 
over, his pace driving me further and further towards the 
edge. 


“Do you want me Callie,” he growls at me, slowing down just 
as I’m so, so close to release, “do you want to feel my cum 
inside you, filling you up?” 


| writhe on the end of his cock, desperately wanting him to 
continue and let me reach my climax. 


“Yes,” | manage to gasp out, “yes.” 
“Yes what?” he murmurs wickedly. “Tell me what you want?” 


“| want to feel you cum inside me,” | whisper, and he bellows 
and -thank God - starts thrusting again. | orgasm hard, 
screaming without a care if our guests hear or not, and feel 


him reach his own peak, his cock contracting and releasing 
inside me. 


We fall into a crumpled heap on the bed, and my breath 
coming in pants. 


“That was amazing,” | murmur. My eyes are half-closing and | 
suddenly realise how exhausted | am. | barely managed to 
get a nap earlier, and it’s been a very long day. 


We scramble under the duvet and | relax in his arms with my 
head on his chest, tracing the outline of his chiselled abs 
with my nails. | feel completely spent. 


“For me, too,” he says, kissing the top of my head. | have a 
rush of emotion and | want to say | love you, but | don’t. It 
occurs to me we’ve just vowed to be together for life and he 
hasn’t even told me he loves me. But he must surely? | 
wonder if it’s even a concept bears recognise or talk about 
the way we do. Words are not everything after all. 


| would still like to hear him say it. 


| look up at him and see he’s already asleep. It must have 
been an exhausting day for him too. | burrow into him, 
snuggling in and allowing myself to feel safe in his arms. 


And | am safe with him, | Know that. For life, according to our 
vows. It was a simple enough ceremony but the power of the 
chanting and the magic that seemed to flow through his 
very veins illustrates just how serious and binding it was in 
fact. By that alone | have no reason to question how he feels 
about me. 


| try to envision our future and what it will mean. Will I still 
be his intern, or will | need to find another job in the city? | 
chide myself for not having stopped to think about any of 
these things. 


It doesn’t matter, | tell myself firmly as | begin to drift off. All 
that matters is we’re together. We can figure the rest out as 


we go along. 


| just wish | didn’t have the distinct feeling there are things | 
don’t know about him. | mean, what could be more shocking 
than the fact that he turns furry every now and again? 


| roll over and switch off the lamp, banishing my thoughts as 
| settle back down and allow sleep to envelop me, one leg 
thrown over Andrei’s thigh. He murmurs in his sleep and 
reaches for me and | let him pull me into his arms. 


Where | belong. 


CHAPTER 15 


Andrei 


| wake up with the sun streaming in through the window and 
the scent of Callie in my nostrils. 


“Morning lover,” she says with a hint of shyness. She’s next 
to me, propped up on one arm, her other hand tracing 
circles on my thigh. With her tits bare over the duvet and 
her blonde curls tumbling all over her face and shoulders, 
she is an absolute vision of lust. | reach for her and fondle 
her tits with one hand, pulling one nipple gently between 
thumb and forefinger. She closes her eyes and her lips are 
half-parted and flushed. 


“| could get used to waking up like this,” | tell her, pulling 
the covers back so | can admire her full nakedness. She’s 
perfect, soft and creamy and with curves | could spend the 
rest of my life exploring. 


“I want you in my mouth,” she says, her tone questioning. 
As if she needs to ask. 


“Go ahead,” | say, although there can be no pretence at 
nonchalance, my cock stiffens and twitches at her words. 
She moves down the bed and takes the base of my shaft in 
one hand, flicking her tongue over the head of my cock. | 
close my eyes and groan as her touch awakens me and 
sends an electric jolt of desire through my whole body. 


“Fondle my balls,” | ask her, rewarded when she uses her 
other hand to do just that. 


“Like that?” she asks, cupping the most sensitive part of my 
body in her hand and rolling them gently in her palm. 


“Exactly like that,” | breathe, then groan again as she places 
her whole mouth around the head of my cock and stars to 
suck gently. | look down at her and the sight of her mouth 
and hands around me is enough to make me want to cum 
already. | close my eyes again, trying to slow my breathing 
to hold myself back, but it’s difficult when my whole body is 
straining and yearning for release. 


| just can’t get enough of her. | reach down and bury my 
hands in her hair, feeling her soft curls tangle around my 
fingers. I’m careful not to apply any pressure but to let her 
go at her own pace, which suits me just fine in any case. 


| feel almost vulnerable, lying here at her mercy while she 
attends to my most intimate parts. The feeling is 
uncomfortable but at the same time strangely erotic. Being 
with Callie has changed me in ways I’m still figuring out. 


But I’ve got a whole lifetime to figure them out. 


The image of her last night in that curve clinging dress, her 
trusting face tipped up to mine as Mikhail joined our arms 
together jumps into my mind. If the others hadn’t been there 
| would have carried her into the forest and taken her then 
and there, with the sound and smells of the forest - my 
home - all round us. 


“| want to fuck you in the woods,” | say, although | didn’t 
realise | was going to say it out loud. She looks at me with 
her mouth full of my cock and her pupils dilate with desire. It 
would be a first for us both. 


She sucks harder now, using her mouth and hand in time 
with each other and | groan loudly and close my eyes again. 
Her soft mouth on my cock is the most delicious feeling in 
the world, almost as good as feeling her wet pussy around 
me, and | know if she carries on I will cum within minutes. 


“I'm close,” | warn her in case she wants to take her mouth 
away but instead she slides my cock into her throat as far as 


it will comfortably go and increases the suction, looking up 
at me with a glimmer in her eyes. | bellow out loud and 
clench my hand in her curls as | pump my seed into her 
mouth and she keeps her mouth right there, swallowing me 
down. It seems to go on forever and my vision is temporarily 
blurred the force of my orgasm is so strong. | buck my hips, 
lifting slightly off the bed and clench the sheets with my 
other hand. 


| lie there panting as my orgasm subsides. She sits up, 
wiping her mouth and looking pleased with herself. | reach 
for her and she scoots into my side, her tits hanging within 
palms reach. | fondle her breasts lazily, smiling up at her. 


“Thank you,” | say with sincerity, “that was incredible.” 


“You're sure?” she looks shy again and | remember how 
inexperienced she is. The thought that | am the first man 
she has ever taken into her mouth like that, and will be the 
last, makes my groin ache for her again. 


“Let me make you cum too,” | say, reaching for her pussy 
but she wriggles away. 


“I'm a little sore,” she confesses. | sit up, concerned and 
feeling like a brute. 


“I’ve hurt you?” 


She smiles and shakes her head. “It’s just an ache, that’s all. 
It actually hurts a lot less than | was expecting from my first 
time. Especially as you’re, ah, quite large and we did it three 
times yesterday.” 


| bark a laugh. “Yes, we did didn’t we? l'Il go easy on you for 
a little while, you tell me when you're ready.” 


“| will.” She leans over and kisses me, her hair tumbling into 
my face. She smells of the forest from last night, Marta’s 
icing and that fresh but musky scent that is unmistakably 
her. As she gets up and walks towards the bathroom | admire 


her naked ass swaying under that tiny waist. She’s 
exquisite. 


She senses me looking and smiles at me over her shoulder 
before she shuts the ensuite door behind her, shielding her 
from my view. | want to follow her in and take her in the 
shower, but | remember I’ve promised to go easy on her. 
That idea can wait. 


| wait for her to finish her shower then go in for my own, 
enjoying the feeling of the hot water pouring down on my 
body. As | soap up my balls and cock | get a semi as it 
triggers the memory of the feel of her mouth on me. A 
lifetime isn’t going to be enough to exhaust the desire | 
have for her. 


When | come out of the bathroom she’s already gone down 
to breakfast and | follow her. | hear voices, too many of 
them, and remember Alek, his sister and his niece stayed 
over as well as Mikhail. | would usually find it an annoyance 
but now | find myself thinking about what it would be like to 
come down to breakfast every morning to Callie and our 
children. A family. Something | haven't had since | was 
younger. | stay in touch with my mother and love her dearly 
but do my best to keep my distance. She has a husband now 
and other children and | can’t endanger them with knowing 
the truth about me. Before, the absence of family had never 
really bothered me. The Clan, as scattered and disparate as 
we are, have been enough. Now that I’m aware of what’s 
been missing in my life | feel that want to be part of a family 
unit. To be a father. 


I haven’t even asked Callie if she wants children. 


She’s laughing with Rosa as | walk in. Jenka and Alek are 
talking to Marta who has joined us at the dinner table for 
once. She’s put quite the spread on too. | sit down, nodding 
at them all. I’m unable to keep the smile from my face and 
Alek shakes his head at me in mock disapproval. He’s never 


shown any interest in a mate either, | imagine having his 
sister’s family around him would prevent him from feeling 
any loneliness. 


“Where’s Mikhail?” 


“He went for a run. He'll join you after,” Alek says 
meaningfully. He knows of course that we are going to 
confront Baranovsky today. | wonder what the bratva 
oligarch will have to say for himself, if he says anything at 
all. Whatever his motive is he must know he can’t afford to 
risk our alliance. But then, in all seriousness, neither can we. 
To be at war with Baranovsy would not be good for the Clan. 
| wonder where the other bratva that know of our existence 
would fall if they were forced to take sides. We have built 
complex networks of alliances over the years and cannot 
afford to just sever them now. 


After breakfast is done | kiss Callie, say goodbye to the 
others and go find Mikhail, putting thoughts of family to one 
side for the time being. Today is about business. 


Mikhail is waiting for me beside his SUV. I jump in, nodding 
at him. He hands me a gun and | raise an eyebrow, 


“Do you think we'll need it?” 


He shrugs. “Best to be prepared. He can’t be trusted and it is 
best not to shift in front of others in the middle of the city.” 


We drive into Arkhangelsk, keeping the windows firmly up to 
guard from the noise and the scents that assail us. | never 
feel less human than when I’m in the city they make no 
sense to me. It seems to me that humans are, after all, 
animals too, and by building these intricate and lifeless 
habitats they have simply placed themselves in captivity. 
It’s no wonder so many of them are insane. 


“Is he expecting us?” | ask as we take the elevator up to his 
office, the secretary downstairs having let us up after taking 


one look at Mikhail’s face. | wonder if she will have alerted 
security. | can feel the hostility emanating from Mikhail and | 
doubt that | come across much friendlier. Thinking about 
lvan’s betrayal and the fact that Baranovsky was likely 
bankrolling him makes my blood boil. 


There’s a goon posted outside Baranovsky’s office, the usual 
blonde conspicuously absent. He is nearly as tall and broad 
as myself, with an AK strapped to him. Subtle. 


“Mr Baranovsky is busy,” he snaps. “You will have to come 
back later. He will call you and let you know a time.” 


“You can tell Mr Baranovsky,” | growl, “that he will see us 
now, and alone, or our deal is off.” | wonder if the goon really 
understands who we are. He disappears into the office and | 
hear low voices, then he emerges, not looking happy. 


“One of you can goin,” he says, “the other must wait here.” 


| nod at Mikhail. This is my business with Ivan ultimately, so 
it should be me who confronts the man who has been pulling 
his strings. Mikhail sits down on the leather couch and gives 
the goon a wolf-like smile. The man is clearly disconcerted, 
he’s no doubt used to people displaying at least a degree of 
fear in his presence. | leave the two of them to continue with 
their face off and enter the office. 


Baranovsky sits behind his desk, waiting. | don’t bother with 
pleasantries. 


“Why the fuck was Ivan spying for you?” | snarl. Baranovsky 
raises an eyebrow in indignation. 


“Mr Kusnetsov. Is there a need for such unpleasantness? Can 
we not conduct a conversation like civil gentleman?” 


Fuck this. | glare at him. 


“The conversation stopped being civil when | found my 
protégé was trying to find information. For you. So do you 


have an explanation for this or shall we just declare war 
now? Because my people are only too ready.” 


It’s almost imperceptible, but | see Baranovsky pale. He 
doesn’t want a war against the Clan. At least not yet. In 
history when there has been conflict it has only ended up 
with needless bloodshed and neither side giving ground. It is 
not likely to be any different today. If Baranovsky had any 
aces up his sleeve he would not be so nervous. 


“There is no need for that, Mr Kusnetsov, no need at all. Our 
arrangement is one that suits us both, is it not?” 


| nod. 
“I thought so, yes.” 
“So why Ivan?” 


Baranovsky sighs and looks out of the huge glass window 
that looks out over the centre of Arkhangelsk. 


“Ivan came to me, Mr Kusnetsov. He offered me information 
in exchange for my not taking sides when he, ah, challenged 
you for your territory. Isn't that you how you put it?” 


I’m shocked. Ivan is strong and fast and is learning quickly, 
but he has no chance against me in a fight, surely he knows 
that? | feel a shiver at the thought that the whole time I’ve 
been mentoring him he has been thinking of stabbing me in 
the back. 


| also want to tear his fucking head off even more than | 
already did. 


“And you agreed?” | snarl at Baranovsky. I’m trying to think 
of a good reason why | shouldn’t rip his head off too. Seems 
to me it would save all of us a lot of hassle. 


“Well, let us say | thought it would be prudent to watch 
developments.” Baranovsky spread his hands wide, his 
gesture placating. 


“Fuck you,” | spit. Baranovsky looks angry but does not 
react. “You saw an opportunity to cause trouble. Destabilise 
us. Why? What could be in it for you?” But before he 
answers with some slimy excuse | know exactly what he was 
up to. For a man like him to take charge and stay in charge 
he must consolidate his power base and be seen doing so. 
It’s well known among those who know about us that the 
bears never really supported his coup and the alliance has 
been uneasy ever since. If he can’t keep us in line and the 
alliance strong, he looks weak. To lose the allegiance with 
the Clan would weaken his position. Yet causing trouble 
amongst us, weakening us while still keeping us onside 
would bring us under his not so benevolent arm. Employees 
rather than allies. | laugh, and Baranovsky frowns at me. 


“Is something amusing you Mr Kusnetsov?” 


“You,” | say shortly. “You are your not so clever machinations. 
You cannot control us Baranovsky and you cannot rule us. 

Do you not understand this? We are not yours to command, 
we are allies only as long as it also suits us. We are not like 
you.” As | say the last | allow the power to run through me 
and my skin to ripple. | feel my chest broaden and my 
shoulders bulk and | know my eyes will have gone dark. The 
corners of my mouth lift up in a snarl. I’m as close as | can be 
to shifting and still controlling it and | know to a human | 
look terrifying. 


Baranovsky is no exception. He tries to hold his composure 
but his eyes are wide and | sense the fear coming from him, 
pungent and sharp. Any man, no matter how tough he may 
be in the human world, will be reduced to a state of primal 
fear when confronted with a dangerous animal, alone and 
with nowhere to run. The bratva leader is no exception. 


| advance towards him, allowing myself to snarl. | can feel 
my canines lengthen. If I’m not careful | could go full bear 
and with the rage I’m in, I'm not sure | would be able to stop 


myself from killing him. In this state of mind I can’t 
remember why that isn’t actually a good idea. 


Baranovsky has dropped any pretence and is cringing 
against the window. 


“Mr Kusnetsov, please,” he says in a wheedling tone, “let us 
be gentlemen about this.” 


| growl. He smells like prey. 


“Andrei,” says a quiet voice behind me. Mikhail steps to the 
side of me and puts a restraining hand on my shoulder, 
anchoring me back to my human thought processes. | take a 
deep breath, allowing the power to flow out of me and 
dissipate, feeling my body return to normal. Baranovsky 
sinks into his leather chair at his desk, his relief palpable. 


“Where’s the goon?” | ask. Mikhail jerks his head back 
towards the door. The man is there with his AK trained on us. 
| wince. Short of actual decapitation bullets are unlikely to 
kill us, but still, being sprayed by an AK would hurt. 


“Sergei, put the gun down. Leave us,” Baranovsky says. The 
man goes, looking confused. 


“Ivan approached him and offered him information on the 
Clan. In return for a supported territory grab.” 


Mikhail looks angry, then thinks about it some more and 
laughs. He shoots Baranovsky a scornful look. 


“You think you could get involved with territory disputes? 
You would be ripped from limb to limb. This is breaking our 
agreement, you do not get involved in Clan business.” 


“And yet the Clan put limits on mine,” Baranovsky snarls, 
resentment making him brave. 


This of course is the reason for his attempted double cross 
he doesn’t like the limits we put on local bratva dealings. No 
exploitation of minors. No trafficking in female flesh. Other 


than that we keep away. My lip curls as | realise Baranovsky 
must wish to branch out into those areas of darkness, even 
though he already has command of the region; of arms, 
drugs, and money laundering. He is feared and respected 
across North East Russia, partly because of our backing. The 
other bratva clans whisper the rumours that Baranovsky has 
a secret weapon, killers that cannot be killed. And so we add 
to his mystique. He would jeopardise that for what? To have 
enough control to branch out into areas that only the 
depraved will go? | feel like spitting at him but restrain 
myself. Next to me Mikhail bristles and | know he has joined 
the dots as | have. 


“So you sought for something that could bring us under your 
control.” Mikhail says, shaking his head. “You do know we 
could pledge our allegiance elsewhere, support a coup 
against you?” 


Baranovsky pales again. “You have taken an oath.” 
“So have you.” 


He attempts to stare us down for a few moments, then sighs 
and looks away. He seems to be wrestling with himself. 
Finally he looks at us and when he speaks his tone is 
conciliatory. 


“I can only apologise gentleman my actions were mistaken. 
You know how it is in this business one must be informed 
about one’s allies as much as one’s enemies. | meant no 
harm, only to protect my own people, as you protect yours.” 


Mikhail nods. “This happens again, our deal is off.” 


It’s a risky move, because Baranovsky could make our lives 
difficult if he revealed our existence through the local bratva 
network. They would all want access to our skills. But for the 
time being | believe he is too scared and his position too 
precarious to start an all-out war. 


“Understood gentlemen,” Baranovsky smiles, all charm 
again. 


“Where is Ivan?” | ask. 


“| haven’t heard from him. It’s a shame if you don’t want him 
| was going to put him to work for me.” 


His own personal were-bear. A potential weapon against us. | 
shake my head sharply. 


“No. He is banished from Clan territory. If he is found we will 
kill him.” 


Baanovsky nods and I sense his grudging respect. 
“Very well.” 


| nod and turn to leave. | have had enough of him for one 
day. He calls me back. 


“Mr Kusnetsov? Are you still available for next Tuesday, or 
would you prefer | find another...representative?” 


| glance at Mikhail, who shrugs. 


“Tuesday is fine,” | tell him. In truth | will welcome the kill 
having been unable to finish either Ivan or Baranovsky. 


| leave, feeling distinctly that much has been left unfinished. 


CHAPTER 16 


Callie 


The next few days pass in a blur of sex, food, maybe a little 
work in the office, food, sex and more sex. Night turns into 
day under the endless sunshine and | lose myself in 
exploring Andrei’s body and the limits of my own desire. | 
learn things | didn’t know about myself. How could I? I learn 
that | really, really like sex from behind, with him biting the 
back of my neck gently. | learn that I like straddling him, 
leaning forward so my breasts brush his face and | can see 
the lust smouldering in his eyes. | feel like I’ve blossomed 
and matured so much I’m an entirely different person to the 
one who arrived here. I’ve found a home in this beautiful, 
eerie landscape with this more than average man. 


I’ve found a purpose too. With Ivan gone Andrei has given 
me his job and so I’m more than just the intern. I’m working 
on a whole new upgrade for his security software 
programmes that could be something entirely new in the 
sector. The pride in his face when | presented him with my 
idea was affirming to see. The feeling when he spread my 
legs on my desk and ate my pussy until | climaxed, 
screaming his name, was even better. 


| went into Arkhangelsk with Marta yesterday too and 
explored the markets. | want her to teach me to cook the 
way she does. And I’ve signed up at a Russian language 
school. Not only do | want to learn the language but | also 
want to meet other Americans in Russia. While | may not be 
able to bring people home too often, I’m determined to have 
some independence outside of Andrei and the Clan. He 
seems happy to encourage me. Jenka and Rosa have 


promised to visit regularly too. | think she’s excited to have 
another woman close by. 


In short, life is very, very good. 


It’s Monday morning and I’ve just returned from a walk in 
the woods before | start work for the day. Andrei is already in 
the office. 


| don’t go too far into the forest yet, still afraid of getting lost 
again, but now | know the most frightening animal I’m likely 
to encounter is my own partner so I’m a lot less 
apprehensive. 


I’m in my room getting changed when my cell rings and | 
feel my stomach lurch, because | suddenly know exactly 
who it’s going to be. 


I'd forgotten in the haze of the last few days that my father 
was planning on visiting this week. 


How am I going to tell him Andrei and | are together? 
| pick up the phone, trying to sound normal. 

“Dad! How are you?” 

“I'm wonderful Callie. And you?” 


“I'm really good Dad.” | hesitate, wondering if | should tell 
him I’ve now got Ivan’s position or if | should wait until he 
knows the full story. Well, not quite the full story. Not, ‘by the 
way your best friend who I’m now sort of married to turns 
into a bear’. Not that story. 


“So when will you be here?” | ask. | feel guilty but | can’t 
deny I’m hoping he will have changed his mind. 


“In about two hours. I’m just waiting for the next flight from 
Moscow.” 


| freeze, my breath catching in my throat. 
“You're...already in Russia?” 


“| flew in last night. | did try to call you but there was no 
answer. Not from Andrei either.” 


We were probably in bed. | don’t know if I’m just being 
paranoid but I’m sure | detect suspicion in his voice. Not a 
lot tends to get past my father. 


“Okay Dad. That’s...fantastic.” | try to sound pleased. “lII ask 
Marta to lay out some lunch for you.” 


“That would be great, I’m absolutely starving. Tell Andrei | 
will see him shortly.” 


The phone clicks off. | stare at it for a few moments then 
make my way down to the office. This isn’t good. I’ve had no 
time to prepare or to think about what | want to say. | feel 
like a kid again, desperate for Daddy’s approval and 
knowing I’m highly unlikely to get it. | mentally shake 
myself, annoyed that he can still make me feel like this. 


I’m a grown woman now. I’m old enough to make my own 
choices whether my father approves of them or not. 


But | don’t want to lose him. He’s the only parent | have left. 


The moment I walk into the office Andrei senses my distress 
and looks up, his face creased with worry. 


“What is it?” 
| take a deep breath. 
“My dad just called. He’s on his way.” 


“Okay,” Andrei nods slowly. “Don’t worry. It will be okay. He 
won't get here until late...” 


“No,” | interrupt him, “I mean he’s in Russia. He’s just 
waiting for the Moscow flight.” 


Andrei groans. Neither of us are prepared for this. 
KKK KK 


A few hours later and we're all sitting down to dinner 
together. My father isn’t the most emotionally literate of 
people but even he must be aware of how awkward the 
atmosphere is. We decided it would be best to let him have 
dinner and get settled in before we had ‘the conversation’ 
but I’m just sitting here feeling horribly dishonest as | try to 
remember not to touch Andrei or look at him in a way which 
could give us away before we have the chance to talk. As it 
is we’re just both studiously ignoring each other and a few 
times | see my father glance from me to Andrei, no doubt 
weighing our interactions and wondering what’s wrong. 


He looks tired and thinner than when | left him just a few 
short weeks ago, as though he has a great deal on his mind. 
I’m not used to seeing my father anything but immaculately 
polished and in control of every area of his life and the 
change worries me. But when | point out he looks tired he 
shrugs it off, telling me work is busy, which of course says 
nothing. For as long as | can remember he has always been 
busy. 


“And you? How is she doing?” He addresses the second half 
of his sentence to Andrei, asking me in name only. | feel 
myself bristle but let it go. Andrei glances over at me, 
picking up on my annoyance before he answers. 


“Your daughter is incredibly talented she’s a credit to you. 
So much so in fact that she’s no longer just an intern. Ivan 
had to leave unexpectedly, so | offered Callie his job. She’s 
more than competent.” 


| blush under his praise. My father looks surprised. | wait for 
the surprise to gave way to pride - he has to be proud of me 
surely - but instead he looks disappointed. 


“You're planning on continuing with this area of work then?” 


| bite back the retort that waits on my lips. He would be 
happier no doubt if | studied Home Ec or something equally 


traditional. 


“Yes. I’m good at it Dad and | enjoy it. Why wouldn’t I want 
to continue?” 


My father sighs. 
“Well if this is what you want?” 


| nod firmly. “It is.” | wonder what his reaction is going to be 
when he finds what else | want - and have got. | havea 
feeling this isn’t going to be good at all. 


| realise now perhaps my father’s motive for getting me the 
internship here. Stuck in the middle of nowhere, spending 
most of my time in an office with Andrei, who my father 
probably expected to be no more friendly than he needed to 
be, he no doubt thought | would change my mind and never 
see out the six months. And after a failed degree anda 
failed internship, what justification could | have for 
continuing with a career in computer? 


| feel the anger in me rise at yet another attempt on my 
father’s behalf to control me. To mould me into the daughter 
he wants, rather than the daughter he has. 


“It would be really good,” | bite out, “if you could be proud of 
me for once.” 


My father looks shocked at my words. 

“lam proud of you Callie. Very much so.” 

Slightly mollified, | look down. Andrei clears his throat. 
“You have nothing to worry about David. She will go far.” 


My father looks at Andrei curiously then and I can see the 
suspicion in his eyes. He knows | think. Or at the very least 
suspects. 


“What exactly happened to Ivan?” He asks, looking closely 
at me even though his question is directed at Andrei. 


“We had something of a falling out. | think he wanted to be 
the boss. He wasn’t as good as he thought he was either. | 
find Callie has a much sharper mind.” 


| try not to respond to his compliment because | can feel my 
father’s eyes boring into me, but | feel myself flush. 


“You two seem to be getting on very well,” Dad says and 
there’s no mistaking the question in his voice. | glance at 
Andrei, and he gives a small nod. It’s time to tell him. 


“Dad, you're right,” | say and then pause. My father has 
gone very still and is looking at me with that cold look in his 
eyes he always gets before he starts criticising me. | feel my 
guts twist with nerves as | continue, deliberately avoiding 
looking at Andrei. “We have grown...very close. In fact we’re 
together.” 


| watch my father’s face as it starts to redden and then drain 
of colour. He turns to Andrei and | can see he’s quivering 
with rage. | feel a stab of fear at the thought he might do 
something stupid. I’m sure Andrei wouldn’t hurt him on 
purpose but my father has no idea just what he’s up against. 


“Is this true?” He says in a quiet voice. Quiet, but shot 
through with steel. Andrei hesitates before replying, his eyes 
soft but wary. “Yes David. Yes it is.” 


My father flinches as though Andrei has struck him and as | 
see his eyes fill with heat | feel a wave of empathy for him. 
Whatever his motive | know he has only tried to do the right 
thing by me - or his version of the right thing at least - and 
he trusted Andrei with my wellbeing. The betrayal he must 
feel must cut to the quick. 


“How dare you?” he hisses. Andrei to my surprise looks 
shamefaced. | remember that the two of them had a 
friendship before my adult self burst onto the scene and | 
feel a pang of guilt that I’ve now come between them. 


“I'm sorry David,” he begins but my father cuts him off by 
jumping to his feet. 


“Sorry? That’s all you’ve got to say? | send my daughter to 
you on trust and this is how you behave? You...you seduce 
her?” 


| wriggle uncomfortably. 


“Dad, that’s not what happened,” | say. His head whips 
round and he glares at me. 


“Get your things,” he snaps. “You're coming with me. I’m not 
leaving you here with this man!” 


| stare at my father and | feel the automatic urge to do as he 
says, but | shake my head and stand my ground. 


“No, Dad,” | say softly. He looks at me as though I’ve grown 
three heads. 


“Callie, do as you’re told,” he says as though I’m still an 
unruly child. | feel angry now, angry at the way he just 
assumes he can still order me around. 


“No,” | say again. | stand up to and look him in the eye as | 
speak. “I’m not a child anymore and | haven’t been for a 
long time. You can’t tell me what to do. Andrei and | are 
together. | know you don’t like it, but you don’t have to. You 
just have to accept it.” | resist the urge to add a ‘please’ at 
the end of my sentence. 


He just stares at me as though he can’t believe what he’s 
hearing, then he turns to Andrei again. 


“What have you done? You’ve brainwashed her” He 
accuses. Andrei raises an eyebrow but doesn’t react. 


“As Callie says, she’s not a child. | have brainwashed no one 
and she makes her own decisions.” 


My father scoffs. “You offered her a job, is that it? Then got 
her into bed. | thought better of you, Andrei Kusnetsov. 


Much better.” 


“I’m sorry,” Andrei says and he sounds sincere. “Neither of 
us wants to hurt you and I understand I’ve let you down. But 
| want you to know David, | did not seduce her, or use her, or 
any of the things you’re telling yourself. | love Callie and am 
committed to her.” 


| look at him, my eyes wide. It’s the first time he has actually 
said those three little words and in spite of the situation | 
flush with pleasure. 


He loves me. 
My father isn’t quite as happy about this as | am. 


“Love her?” he yells, completely losing his cool now, “you 
barely know her What is wrong with you? You think you’re 
worthy of my daughter?” 


That surprises me as I’ve never thought he felt particularly 
highly of me. | look at Andrei to see his expression looks 
guarded and | begin to wonder if there’s more going on here 
than | understand. 


“Actually no, | don’t,” Andrei says. “But for whatever reason 
she feels the same way about me as I do about her. And | 
promise you David | will never let any harm come to her. | 
understand you’re upset, you have every right to be. But if 
Callie wants to stay, she will stay. You can’t keep treating her 
as though she is a child.” 


My dad’s face turns purple and I’m really becoming worried 
that he will have some kind of heart attack right here. | 
reach out a hand to him but he ignores me. Instead he 
advances on Andrei and when Andrei stands up | feel a 
flutter of panic. He towers over my father and | know all too 
well that he could crush him with one hand. | look at Andrei, 
begging him with my eyes not to hurt him. Thankfully 


Andrei looks calm as my father walks round the table 
towards him. 


“Have you told her?” he says. A shadow crosses Andrei’s 
face and he looks away. 


“Told me what?” Has he found out Andrei isn’t human? | grip 
the arm of my chair, panicked at the thought the knowledge 
could make him a target for the Clan. 


My father looks at Andrei with triumph in his eyes, while 
Andrei won’t quite meet my gaze and | realise my dad isn’t 
talking about that at all but about something else, 
something | don’t know. | was right. There are still secrets | 
haven’t uncovered. Haven’t wanted to if I’m honest. The last 
few days with Andrei have been so delicious that of course | 
haven't wanted anything to spoil them. I’ve deliberately 
avoided asking questions. 


My father looks at me and there’s a gloating expression on 
my face that makes me angry. Whatever it is, does he need 
to look so smug about it? 


“Your precious boyfriend is bratva,” he tells me. “Part of the 
Russian mafia.” 


| suck in a deep breath to steady myself. It’s not that bad, 
after all | suspected as much. It makes sense, in fact. | glare 
at my father. 


“So then how do you know him? You’ve done business with 
him haven't you? All those rumours when | was growing up, 
about you having Mob connections, they’re true aren’t 
they?” 


He looks uncomfortable and doesn’t bother to deny the 
accusations. 


“Then how can you announce that as if Andrei is any worse 
than you are?” | challenge. If | was expecting him to back 


down | was wrong. My father has yet another bombshell to 
drop. 


“Because there is bratva and there is bratva. Your boyfriend 
is involved in things | wouldn’t go anywhere near. Tell her,” 
he challenges, turning to Andrei again. “Tell her what you 
are.” 


Andrei looks at me and | can see the pain in his face. 
Whatever it is | can tell he doesn’t want to tell me and that 
worries me more than | can say. My head swims with 
possibilities, each one worse than the last. 


“I'm a hitman, Callie,” he says quietly. | stare at him, trying 
to process what he has just said. The word scatters around in 
my mind, unmoored, as if | Knew the meaning but have 
forgotten. | don’t want to hear it. 


“He means he’s a killer,” my father says triumphantly, 
delivering the final blow. “He kills people for money.” 


| look at Andrei and know it’s true. I’m going to sick. The 
feeling is so overwhelming | sink back down into my chair, 
covering my face with my hands and ignore them both. 


Right now, | hate them both. My father for wielding 
information that would hurt me like a weapon to be 
brandished, and Andrei for not thinking to tell me this before 
| pledged my life to him in front of a group of paranormals 
who will probably try and kill me if | leave him. Are they all 
killers too? What the hell have | gotten myself into? 


| look up. | glare at my father, ignoring Andrei, and he at 
least has the decency to look slightly ashamed. 


“I'm sorry to have to tell you..” he begins but I cut him off. 


“No you’re not,” | snap. “You're not at all. And if he is so 
goddamn dangerous why on earth did you ever send me 
here in the first place?” 


He looks taken aback at that. “I..| knew you would be safe...” 
he stammers. | laugh, although there is no humour in it. 


“So it was okay for a Russian bratva hitman to babysit me, 
employ me, whatever it is you wanted, but not okay to fuck 
me.” 


My voice sounds hollow but they both flinch at my crude 
words. 


“| never just wanted to fuck you,” Andrei protests. | shake 
my head. 


“Why didn’t you tell me?” 


“Because it’s dangerous,” he says simply. | can tell there’s 
some truth in his words but | don’t want to hear it. 


“And because you thought | would leave,” | challenge. He 
flinches but nods, and | steel myself against the hurt in his 
eyes. 

“Yas,” 

| turn to my father and I’m shaking with anger now. 

“| want you to leave,” | say. He looks shocked. 

“Callie, l...” 

“Just get out,” | say. When he just stares at me I scream at 
him. 

“Get out!” 


He hesitates then glances at Andrei. Andrei looks at him, 
and there’s something in his eyes that looks utterly defeated 
but | refuse to feel sorry for him. | refuse to feel sorry for 
either of them. 


“It’s probably best David. l'Il call you tomorrow. You have 
somewhere to stay?” 


He nods and gets up and leaves the room. There is silence, 
until Andrei comes and sits beside me. He tries to take my 


hand but I snatch it away. | feel completely betrayed by 
them both. My father is clearly in deeper with the Mafia than 
| realised and my new partner - my love - turns out is a cold- 
blooded killer. I’m not sure how I will trust either of them 
ever again. 


| stand up. 
“I’m going up to my room,” | say. 


| walk out, ignoring the feel of his gaze boring into me. | 
need to consider my options. If | leave, there is no way I’m 
going home to my father’s. So where will | go? And what will 
the Clan say if | do? 


| either have to leave the only man | have ever loved - ever 
will love - or face the fact that I’m living with a killer. 


CHAPTER 17 


Callie 


| sit staring out at the forest, trying to gather my thoughts. 
I’m shocked, yes, and hurt that he didn’t even attempt to 
tell me, but on some level I’m not surprised. He’s a bear, for 
fucks sake. | already knew he wasn’t all cuddly and warm, | 
saw what he did to Ivan. 


But a hired killer? That seems different. That isn’t just some 
primal urge to hunt, that’s a cold blooded decision. Death as 
an occupation. Yes | knew both Andrei and my father’s 
business dealings were less than completely legal and above 
board, but this is territory beyond what | could have 
imagined for myself. The worst | had really expected was a 
bit of money laundering. 


He does do security...1 guess this is the ‘hands-on’ part. 

The door knocks and | jump. 

“What?” | snap, then hope it isn’t Marta. 

“Can we talk?” 

Andrei. Do | want to talk to him? 

“| told you to leave me alone,” | say wearily. There’s a pause. 


“I know,” he says softly. “And that’s what | will do if you wish 
it. But at some point, can we please talk?” 


Anyone would think we were just having a run of the mill 
domestic dispute. | walk over to the door and wrench it 
open, glaring at him. 


“Now you want to talk?” He looks tired and almost defeated 
and | try to stop my heart from going out to him. He nods. 


“If you want to leave | completely understand and | won’t try 
to stop you. But at least hear me out.” 


“Can | leave?” | challenge him. “We’re mated now right? I’m 
part of the Clan. Mikhail is just going to let me leave, is he?” 


Andrei looks grim. “I will answer to the Clan if you go. There 
will be no reprisal for you. | Swear it.” 


He would take any heat for me, | Know he would. A thought 
occurs to me. 


“Now that we’re pledged to each other, what happens if we 
separate?” 


He looks pained at the thought. 


“No one will police what you do in the human world as long 
as it doesn’t threaten us. | would...well, we only mate once.” 


| frown at that. “So you would stay on your own, forever?” 


He nods. | don’t know how | feel about that. He would be 
celibate for the rest of his life, bonded to someone halfway 
across the world? There’s something so final about that, and 
| realise fully what this all means for him. | might have been 
disappointed about the lack of wedding party, but the vows 
we took go way beyond human nuptials. 


What would | do if | left? | look at him suspiciously. “You 
would really leave me alone if | left?” 


He squares his shoulders and | get a sense of what his next 
words cost him. 


“Yes. l'm not going to force you to be with me.” 


| turn away, my head spinning. If | leave | consign him toa 
life of loneliness and God only knows what reprisals from the 
Clan for my defection. Yet he’s willing to just stand aside and 
let me leave even though I can sense how much this is 
tearing him up. 


He really does love me. 


| turn back to him and let my emotions show, tears pricking 
the corners of my eyes. 


“| don’t want to leave you Andrei. The thought of life without 
you now...” | shake my head. | Know there will never be 
anyone else for me either, even if | do have the choice. 


He reaches for me but | back away. He drops his hand, the 
hurt showing on his face. 


“| should have told you Callie. I’m sorry.” 


“Why didn’t you?” | feel a crushing pain as | think of the last 
few days spent in each other’s arms and him not saying one 
word about this. 


“At first, | thought being a bear was enough. | didn’t want to 
frighten you off with any more revelations. Selfishly, | didn’t 
want to lose you. Also,” he takes a deep breath, “it’s 
dangerous knowledge. The less you know about my dealings 
with the Russian Mafia, the better.” 


| shake my head in disbelief. Yet again I’m being confronted 
with a whole new world and | have no idea how to process it. 


“Are they scarier than the Clan? Than Mikhail?” 
He half laughs at that but then his face becomes serious 
again. 


“Perhaps not in some ways - they are human, at least. But 
they have few morals. Can | please come in, and | promise l'Il 
explain as much as I can, and you can ask any questions you 
like.” 


| relent, letting him in and shut the door behind him. We sit 
down on the bed and | realise it’s been a few nights since 
I've slept in here. | sleep in Andrei’s room now. 


“So...you kill people? For money?” 


He nods heavily. 


“Yes. It’s a deal the Clan struck with the bratva decades ago. 
The country was in crisis and our existence compromised. 
We work with the top Mafios/ in the North and help them 
keep their territory, as you can imagine we are formidable 
weapons. In return they help us keep ours by helping to 
protect our identity.” 


“Couldn’t you just kill them all?” | ask. 


“There will always be more. And then we compromise 
ourselves. If the Kremlin were to learn of our existence we 
would be hunted and locked up in labs.” 


| nod. We’ve spoken about this before. | suppose an alliance 
between the Clan and the bratva makes a horrible kind of 
sense but killing? Does it have to be so extreme? | say as 
much and Andrei just shrugs again. 


“We are bears. We are good at killing. What else would we 
do?” 


His matter of fact answer unnerves me. 
“It never bothers you, killing people?” 


“These aren’t innocents Callie. We’re talking human 
traffickers, pornographers, drug dealers...these are people 
with little conscience and even less morals. Most of the time, 
it’s a pleasure.” 


| feel a shudder run through me at his callousness. Although 
part of me agrees with him, it’s a cold kind of justice. “What 
happened to being guardians? Is that just a fairy story?” 


“No. Part of Clan mythology is our responsibility to guard the 
land and its people. We don’t just ask for secrecy from the 
bratva, we curtail their activities in exchange for our skills 
and cooperation. The worst abuses - trafficking of women 
and children for example - do not happen on our turf.” 


| breathe a sigh of relief. Then my eyes widen. 
“My father...he isn’t..” 


Andrei shakes his head. “As far as | know his activities have 
been mainly limited to moving money around. Corporate 
corruption. Hardly something to be proud of, but not the 
worst either. Your father has kudos mainly because he has 
friends on both sides of the ocean.” 


| rub at my forehead, trying to erase the growing tension 
there. 


“This is a lot to take in,” | say. He doesn’t answer. 

“So, how often does this happen? When are you next...?” 
“Tomorrow.” 

| stare at him. 

“Tomorrow?” 


“Yes. | need to go to St Petersburg. | won’t be long. It will be 
quick, clean.” 


I’m stunned into silence again. He’s been so relaxed over the 
last few days, so seemingly happy with me and our future, 
that to think all the time he knew about this is 
disconcerting. Not just because he didn’t tell me - because | 
think | understand why he didn’t - but because it clearly 
means so little to him. 


“| feel like...like | don’t know you at all,” | murmur. And | 
don’t really. It’s been a whirlwind, our coming together, but 
as much as | feel our fates are entwined together, | realise | 
still have a lot to learn about bears. 


He reaches for my hand and this time I let him pick it up and 
he raises it to his lips, kissing my palm. In spite of myself | 
feel a thrill of pleasure at his touch. 


“Know this, you are my mate, and whether you stay or go | 
will protect you with my life.” 


| believe him. | lean over and kiss him lightly on the cheek, 
then sit back and rub at my temples again. 


“Are you Okay?” 


“My head...it’s all been a bit much so far today. | might go for 
a Walk.” 


He nods, and | sigh and reach for him. 
“Do you want to come? We can talk some more.” 


A peace offering. He accepts it and we go downstairs and 
out the back door. Without looking at him | entwine my 
fingers with his. | know I’m not going anywhere. I’m in this 
for life, but | wish | had known what I was getting myself 
into. 


CHAPTER 18 


Andrei 


The fresh air is a relief, blowing across my skin with its cool 
touch as we head towards the forest. Her hand is warm in 
mine, reassuring. 


Thank fuck she didn’t leave. The thought of losing her was 
overwhelming, like a knife twisting in my gut. She is my 
mate, a part of me. For us to be separated would have been 
a slow death for me, although | will not say any of these 
things to her in an attempt to make her stay. | will have her 
here of her own free will or not at all. 


We sit down by the river and she takes a deep breath and 
tips her head back, closing her eyes. She likes the fresh air, | 
know. | wish | could share with her the way the forest is in 
bear form, a riot of senses and that rush of freedom. 


She’s so fucking beautiful. | could stare at her all day, at 
those golden curls rioting down her back, that perfect profile 
and her lush curves. She sits with her knees tucked up and 
the posture pushes up her tits so | can see the tops of them 
curving over the top of her t-shirt. I resist the urge to touch 
her, knowing that | have to give her time. 


It’s not always easy for me to predict how humans will think 
or feel, but I’m no dolt. This is a big deal. | curse David for 
revealing it like this, throwing it in her face to hurt her. 


“I wish we could just stay here forever,” she sighs, looking at 
me from underneath her eyelashes. “Not have to worry 
about anything.” 


| brush a curl back from her shoulders and | feel her instant 
reaction to my touch. The recent revelations have done 
nothing to quench her desire for me. 


Good. 


| kiss her, gently at first and then harder as she responds to 
me instantly. In fact her passion takes my breath away as 
she puts her arms around my neck and crushes her mouth 
against mine. She tastes so good. 


She tastes like home. 


Callie pulls away and searches my face, her eyes serious and 
questioning. 


“There’s nothing else | don’t know? No more secrets?” 
| shake my head. 
“Promise me.” 


“| promise,” | say, looking deep into her eyes. She looks at 
me long and hard and then nods her head as though 
satisfied. Then she kisses me again. 


It’s an intense kiss, almost angry, and I give her what she 
wants, meeting her intensity with mine. My cock is hard 
instantly as she moans into my mouth. | pull her into my lap, 
my hands cupping her ass as | bite and nibble on her lower 
lip. 

“Let me fuck you here,” | say, breathing in her scent mixed 
with the river and the forest. | want to take her here, outside, 
on my land. 


She nods, breathless and | can tell the idea excites her. | lift 
her t-shirt and she holds up her arms for me to pull it over 
her head and toss it onto the ground beside us. Her tits 
bounce free as | unclip her bra and she pulls it down her 
arms and tosses that too. | push them together roughly and 
bend my head, flicking my tongue over both nipples in 


quick, hot motions. She whimpers and arches her back, 
pushing her tits even closer to my hungry mouth. 


“You're so fucking sexy,” | tell her. | still can’t believe she’s 
mine. All mine. | push her back, gently laying her down on 
the grass and she smiles up at me before reaching for my 
belt buckle. 


“Take off your clothes,” she whispers. 


| stand up and keep my gaze on her as | take off first my tee 
and then my jeans, feeling my balls throb with the need to 
release as her gaze drinks me in, travelling up and down my 
body. | kneel down between her legs, slide her bottoms and 
panties off and part her legs before | bend my head to taste 
her pussy, flicking my tongue over her clit. The smell and 
taste of her drives me wild and my cock is rock hard and 
more than ready to be inside her, but | wait. | want to taste 
her cum in my mouth. | love doing this to her, knowing I’m 
the only man to ever have that pleasure. 


And the only man who ever will. For all my noble words 
about letting her go | know it would have taken every ounce 
of self-control | possess not to hunt down any other man who 
touched her and rip him apart. 


“You're mine,” | tell her, lifting my head and looking at her 
from between her thighs. She gasps and writhes in 
frustration. 


“Tell me you’re mine,” | demand, wanting to hear it. Needing 
to hear it. 


“I'm yours, Andrei, all yours,” she whispers, and her voice is 
raspy with desire. | bury my head in her pussy again and am 
rewarded by the small scream that escapes her mouth. 
Picking up the pace with my tongue | slide a finger inside 
her and stroke her front wall, feeling her pussy contract 
around me. Her breathing both deepens and quickens and | 
see her breasts flush and | know she’s close. | slip another 


finger inside her, moving my fingers and tongue in tandem 
with each other as she writhes and bucks her hips under my 
touch. 


She screams suddenly, the sound shattering the peace of 
the forest, and cums into my mouth in a rush of wetness. | 
lap it up, loving the taste of her juices, | take my fingers 
from inside her and suck her wetness off them, making eye 
contact with her. She is flushed from her orgasm, her pupils 
dilated, and she looks so sexy it makes my heart race. 


| have to have my cock inside her. 
| lie down beside her and roll her onto me. 


“Ride my cock,” | all but beg her and she smiles as she 
straddles me, her pussy brushing the edge of my cock. The 
sight of her poised on top of me is breathtaking. Her pussy is 
pink and glistening from her orgasm, her clit swollen. 


“Like this,” she says, teasing me. | smile wryly. She’s 
learning fast the power she has over me. 


“Just like that,” | growl as she slides herself onto me so I’m 
fully buried inside her and I can feel her wetness on my 
groin and her pussy contracting around me. She begins to 
move in a circular, rocking motion, tipping her head back as 
she steadies herself with her palms on my chest and I’m lost 
in a riot of sensations. Why have I not thought to bring her 
out here before? There is something about taking her 
outside that is completely instinctive. Bears were not made 
for beds. 


Callie picks up pace and | grunt my approval, my hands on 
her hips as she rocks back and forth. Her lips are half open 
and her cheeks and chest flushed and I know she’s close 
again. Her nipples are hard and puckered, reaching out to 
me invitingly, her tits bouncing as she moves. She looks so 
deliciously wanton I’m having to hold myself back from 
erupting inside her right now. 


“Slow down,” | all but beg her. The wicked gleam in her eyes 
tells me she has no intention of doing as | ask. She’s 
enjoying watching me, how turned on she makes me. | sit 
up, pulling her into me so she’s sitting right in my lap, 
grinding into my hips. Our mouths meet and she moans 
loudly, her movements faster and more frantic. 


| see her pupils widen and feel her body spasm against mine 
as she reaches her orgasm, moaning loudly. Finally | let go of 
my own climax and the strength of it robs me of breath as 
wave after wave of pleasure crashes through my whole body 
and | feel myself emptying into her. It seems to go on and on 
until we finally collapse against each other, sweaty and 
panting. | stroke her hair, overwhelmed with emotion and 
sensation. 


She sits up and entwines her hands in mine and there are 
tears in her eyes. | raise our entwined hands to her cheek 
and catch one as it falls. The stab of pain at seeing her upset 
is tangible. Ever since we mated | grow more and more 
attuned to her emotions. | can’t stand to see her cry. 


“What is it?” | whisper. She shakes her head and smiles what 
seems to be a genuine smile through her tears. 


“This...me and you...it’Ss so amazing and so wild. But please, 
don’t keep secrets from me again.” 


“I won't,” | shake my head. “You're my partner. From now on, 
| will tell you everything.” 


She looks satisfied and lays her head on my chest. | put my 
arms around her, burying my head in the dip between her 
neck and shoulder and inhale her scent. 


“Will you be in any danger tomorrow?” she murmurs and | 
detect the fear in her. 


“No,” | reassure her. Even as | say it, | Know that technically 
these situations always have an element of danger, but | 


have never yet felt fear. | am used to being the most 
dangerous person in the encounter. That isn’t going to 
change tomorrow. 


Baranovsky doesn’t scare me either, as I’m sure he’s now 
aware, but nevertheless he worries me. | sense there is more 
behind the situation with Ivan than opportunistic 
information gathering, but we have no way to prove or act 
on that. | push thoughts of him aside as | kiss the top of 
Callie’s head. Tomorrows kill and bratva machinations seem 
a million miles away. 


It’s not like | haven’t done the same thing dozens if not 
hundreds of times before. What could go wrong? 


CHAPTER 19 


Callie 


| stare at my cell and repeat the same arguments to myself 
that | have for the last hour. 


Should | call my father, or not? I’m still unspeakably angry 
about the way he reacted yesterday. Yes, he had every right 
to be hurt and disappointed, but the smirk on his face when 
he revealed Andrei’s secret was just too much. He was more 
concerned with being right and ensuring | did what he 
wanted me to do than he was with how the information 
could hurt me. It would serve him right if | never spoke to 
him again. 


Then there’s the fact that he knew what Andrei was yet 
happily sent me here. His concern for my actual welfare in 
this whole situation is skewed. As usual, it’s all about him. 


But he has left me a message. It’s brief, a simple request to 
call him, but I think | detect a hint of remorse in his tone. Or 
maybe I’m just hearing what | want to hear? 


With a sigh | dial his number, reasoning that I’m going to 
have to talk to him sooner or later. 


It rings for a while and I’m about to cut the call when he 
finally picks up. 


“Callie?” There’s a definite note of relief in his voice. 


“Dad. You called?” | say shortly, not prepared to just forgive 
him instantly as | usually would. 


There’s a silence which I’m not going to be the one to break. 
Finally he clears his throat. 


“I'd like to apologise for the way | spoke to you yesterday,” 
he says in a strangled voice and | know this must be hard for 
him to do. I’m so surprised | nearly fall off the bed. 


“Right.” I’m not giving an inch but I have to be honest, this 
doesn’t sound like him. There’s something in his tone that’s 
worrying me. And he never apologises. Before if we’ve had 
words and he’s upset me the nearest | get to an apology is 
him pretending nothing has happened. | don’t believe he’s 
sat around reflecting on this and decided Andrei and | are 
perfect for each other and have his blessing after all. 


“I can’t pretend I’m happy about this,” he says, sounding a 
bit more like his usual self. “But if it’s what you want..” 


“It is,” | say firmly. 
“And he’s committed to you?” 


| smile to myself, remembering the moment Mikhail pressed 
our forearms together. 


“We're ... engaged,” | say. It’s sort of a lie, but at the same 
time it’s the closest to the truth I can get. 


My father coughs in surprise. 
“What? Already?” 
“Already.” | say firmly. 


“Please tell me you’re not pregnant,” he says in a genuinely 
heartbroken voice. | could almost believe he genuinely 
cares, and | feel a pang as | realise how hungry | am for that 
to be true, for him to actually for once act like a normal 
father. 


“I’m not pregnant Dad,” | say softly and | hear him breathe a 
sigh of relief. | allow myself to think about it fora moment 
and wonder if it would really be a bad thing. To have 
Andrei’s children. | imagine myself with my belly swollen 


and | feel something instinctive within me respond, an 
impulse | didn’t even know was there. 


Of course, | say none of this to my father. 


“Dad, honestly, | understand why you would be upset. 
Especially with Andrei. But he treats me very well and he 
didn’t try to seduce or manipulate me in any way. He’s a 
good man.” 


“I've always thought he was Callie, or | wouldn’t have 
entrusted you to him,” he bites back and I can hear the 
anger in his voice. | suppose he’s entitled to it to a degree. 
“But that is between me and him. | just wanted you to know 
that if this is your decision then I’m not going to try and 
stand in your way. I’m not going to go so far as to say | give 
you my blessing, but | can promise not to try and interfere, 
at least. | shouldn’t have said anything to you yesterday 
about his...er...work arrangements.” 


“I'm glad you did,” | say and realise | mean it. Andrei would 
only have wrestled with whether or not to tell me. At least 
now there are no secrets between us. | Know what he is, and 
| love him. 


“Where are you?” | ask, wanting to change the subject. 
Discussing Andrei with him is making me uncomfortable. 


“The Magnusson in St Petersburg. l'Il be here for a few days.” 
“On business?” 


“Yes,” he says shortly. Andrei isn’t the only one with ‘work 
arrangements’ | think but don’t say. There have been 
enough revelations. 


For some reason ‘St Petersburg’ rings a bell but | can’t 
remember why. Something nags at me the tail end of a 
thought I can’t place. 


“Maybe we could have lunch before you go?” | suggest. I’m 
trying to meet him halfway, knowing this phone call couldn’t 


have been easy for him. He has never backed down on 
anything before. As much as I'd like to believe it’s all part of 
some sudden awakening, it’s odd. | can’t shake the feeling 
that there’s something wrong. 


“Is everything all right Dad? You’re not in any trouble?” 


When he doesn’t answer immediately | feel anxiety gnaw at 
my stomach. 


“No, but | do have some things | need to sort out. | don’t 
have a lot of time. | wanted to see you yesterday but...well, it 
didn’t quite go as planned.” 


“No. No it didn’t.” 
Another pause. 


“You've changed,” he says and l'm sure it’s pride rather than 
criticism | hear in his voice. “You’ve grown up a great deal.” 


“Thank you,” | say, not Knowing what else to say. 
“Your mother would be very proud.” 

| choke up at that. He so rarely talks about Mom. 
“She always liked Andrei, you know.” 


“I'm glad,” | say softly. There’s another pause, pregnant with 
all the things we’re not saying, and then he clears his throat 
again and his manner is back to normal. Brisk and 
businesslike. 


“Right. Well, I’d better go. | will phone you when I can. | 
hope all goes well.” 


He cuts the call before | can finish saying goodbye and | 
stare at the phone, more than a little confused. 


Then | remember why St Petersburg sounded familiar and a 
horrible thought takes root in my mind. | look at the clock. In 
an hour or so Andrei will be leaving for his ‘assignment.’ | 
must be wrong. | have to be wrong. 


But the thought grows and blossoms into a distinct 
possibility and | find myself running downstairs, taking two 
steps at a time, towards Andrei’s study. 


CHAPTER 20 


Andrei 


| wear black, as usual. My leather jacket hides the gun and 
silencer tucked into my waistband and the long knife tucked 
down my back. 


| detest using weapons when | have claws and teeth at my 
disposal, but Baranovsky has asked for an execution, not a 
bear kill. Often when we utilise our powers as bears in order 
to fulfil a contract kill its either because the body needs to 
be disposed of or we want it to look like an animal kill, not a 
murder. Executions are different. They send a message. 
Mess with us and you die. A clean shot to the head and 
leave the body there, it’s a simple task but has little interest 
for me, if anything it’s an inconvenience when I could be 
here spending time with Callie. Thankfully it shouldn’t take 
long. 


The only worry is being seen as it’s the middle of the 
afternoon in a busy hotel, and | know my appearance is 
hardly unmemorable. Still, it’s nothing | haven’t come across 
before and | know this particular hotel well so there has 
been no need to scope it out. | Know where the cameras are, 
where the security guards will be, and the exits. Also the 
police rarely soend much time investigating such deaths. 


For the first time however | realise | have a slight anxiety 
about being caught. Prior to today if | had thought about it 
before | have always reasoned that getting away would be 
easy enough given my powers to shift and ability to 
withstand bullets. And disappearing for a while is easy 
enough for a man who can just as easily be a wild animal. 


But now things are different. Now | have Callie to consider, 
and how it would affect her were | to get into any trouble. 


She has become both my reason to exist and yet my biggest 
weakness. 


| glance at the clock. It is nearly time to go. I’m about to go 
and say goodbye to Callie but she beats me to it. | sense her 
before | hear her footsteps. She’s practically running. She’s 
scared. 


“What is it?” | ask, hearing the urgency in my voice. My first 
thought is that Ivan is back. 


“Where are you going?” she gasps. 


I’m not sure what she means. “You know. | have...an 
assignment this afternoon.” 


“Yes,” she says impatiently, “but where?” 
“Callie, | can’t tell you that.” 


There are tears in her eyes and | feel a shiver of foreboding. 
Something is very, very wrong. 


“Is it the Magnusson?” 


| freeze, thinking how does she know that? Then when she 
lets out a frightened gasp and her hand goes to her mouth 
in horror somehow | know exactly what she’s going to say 
next. 


“It’s my father. You’re going to kill my father.” She sounds 
angry now as well as terrified, her tone accusing. Shaking 
my head I go to her and take her hands. 


“Callie, no. Why would you think that?” 
“Do you know who it is?” 


| shake my head, trying to push away any possibility that 
her suggestion could be accurate. 


“No, | rarely Know anything more than absolutely necessary. 
But Callie, your father is not so heavily involved that he 
could be on a bratva hit list.” 

“How would you know?” she challenges. She’s right of 
course. | wouldn’t know. | have little to do with Mob dealings 
and have not dealt with David as a ‘business’ associate for 
some years. In truth he could be involved in any number of 
things and our paths would not have crossed. 


My silence convinces me and she pulls her hands away from 
mine, sinking down into the nearest chair, looking at me 
with a wretched expression. | crouch down next to her. 


“Callie, explain why you think this,” | say. 


“| just spoke to him. He was weird, apologetic. Which is good 
of course but it was almost as though he was saying 
goodbye, or something. Like he’s in some sort of trouble. 
Then he said he was staying at the Magnusson in St 
Petersburg and | just remembered you saying you had to go 
to St Petersburg.” 


| stare at her, trying to make sense of what she’s saying. It’s 
tenuous and yet she could all too easily be right. 


“Tell me I’m wrong,” she pleads. “I’m being silly, right?” 
| shake my head and stand up. 
“Andrei?” She asks. 


“| don’t know,” | say honestly. “I can’t imagine your father 
being so stupid as to fall foul of the bratva, he’s always been 
very cautious. But it is an American | am...going to see.” 


Callie buries her head in her hands. 
It’s him, | know it is.’ 

| call Baranovsky. He answers quickly. 
“Is there a problem Mr Kusnetsov?” 


“There may be,” | answer, feeling the anxiety mount. “Our 
mutual friend what is his name?” 


There’s a pause before Baranovsky answers, and when he 
does my stomach sinks. 


“David Collins. Why do you ask this?” 


Callie sees my expression and is on her feet, her eyes wide. | 
press my finger to my lips to ensure she doesn’t speak. 


“| have to cancel our arrangement. | have previous history 
with Mr Collins.” 


Baranovsky barks a surprised laugh. If | had any suspicions 
that he knew of my friendship with David and this is all 
some elaborate set-up they are alleviated at least. 


“Are you asking for more compensation?” 


“No,” | snap. “I’m telling you | will not be able to keep the 
appointment.” 


There is a menacing silence on the other end of the phone. 
“You are becoming something of a wild card, Mr Kusnetsov.” 


| ignore his veiled threat. He already knows he doesn’t scare 
me. 


“It won’t happen again.” 


“| hope not. We will speak soon Mr Kusnetsov.” The line goes 
dead. The hope on Callie’s face nearly breaks my heart. 


“It’s okay now?” 


| sigh, running my hand through my hair. Baranovsky will 
have another hitman, maybe even another bear, who can 
take over the job, of this I’m sure. 


“| just need to make another call,” | say to her and go 
outside to phone Mikhail. | give him the details quickly. 
Mikhail makes a snarling sound of disapproval and I’m 
certain it’s directed at the fact that my personal connections 


are causing problems. Mikhail, as far as | know, doesn’t even 
have friends, let alone has ever thought about taking a 
mate. 


“I'll put the word round, make sure no-one in the Clan picks 
this up. But you haven't left him a lot of time. | would 
imagine he will send one of his goons.” 


“I have to stop this Mikhail,” | tell him. “The execution 
cannot go forward.” 


There’s another snarl and | can practically feel his anger 
vibrating down the phone, but ultimately his loyalty will be 
to the Clan, not Baranovsky. David, by virtue of being 
Callie’s father, is under our protection now. 


“Do what you need to do,” he tells me. “I'll deal with the fall- 
out from Baranovsky.” 


| go back inside. Callie looks frozen with panic. 
“What’s happening?” 
“It’s likely another operative will be put on the assignment.” 


“You mean sent to kill my father,” she snaps. “How can you 
people be so callous?” 


| nod, accepting her comment. 

“I’m not going to let it happen. I’m going to stop it.” 

Her eyes fill with tears. 

“Thank you. Will you be in danger?” 

| shake my head. Baranovsky’s goons are nothing but thugs. 


“Trust me,” | say, pulling her into an embrace. When | let go 
she’s staring at me with a determined look on her face. 


“I’m coming with you”’ 
“What the fuck? No. Absolutely not.” 


She folds her arms tightly in front of her chest. She’s still 
terrified, but also radiating with steely determination. 


“He is my father,” she spits out. “If you leave me here, 
worrying about you both, l'Il go crazy. | swear Andrei if you 
go without me l'Il follow you in Marta’s car.” 


| glance at the clock. There’s no time for this, | have to go. 


“Fine,” | snap, “but you stay in the car and keep your head 
down.” 


She nods and follows me out of the house. 


CHAPTER 21 


Callie 


My heart is beating so fast | feel | could have a seizure at 
any moment. Andrei doesn’t speak as he holds the car door 
open for me and then hurries round to the other side. My 
eyes go wide as he takes a knife from behind his back and 
lays it across his knees when he sits down. He sees me 
staring and frowns apologetically. 


“| can’t drive with that in my coat,” he explains. I’m not 
surprised. It looks sharp enough to cut the air and | shudder 
as | pull the belt around myself and he pulls away. 


“Is that what you were going to use?” | ask. My voice is quiet 
and sounds far away and | wonder if I’m going into some 
kind of shock. He glances at me, obviously worried. 


“No, it’s just an extra precaution. It’s an execution killing, a 
bullet to the head. Clean.” 


“That’s what you were going to do to my dad,” | say. He 
grimaces, keeping his eyes on the road. 


“What if you hadn't realised,” | ask, the full horror of the 
situation creeping up on me. “If you had just arrived there 
and realised it was him? Would you have gone through with 
it?” 

| feel only marginally better when he looks genuinely 
horrified. 


“Callie, no! Of course not. Even had we never met, | would 
not have hurt your father.” 


| look out of the window, watching the countryside speeding 
past in a blur. | Know he’s going as fast as he can but | will 


him to go faster. What if the time is changed? If we get there 
and it’s too late? | feel sick. 


“But you hurt other people,” | challenge. | don’t know why 
I’m doing it, I’m not really angry with Andrei. But better this 
than give in to the panic that threatens to overwhelm me 
and leave me curled up in a ball and screaming. 


“Yes,” he says quietly. “I do.” 


“Doesn't it ever bother you? | mean, aren’t some of those 
people fathers too?” 


Andrei sucks in a breath and | sense he’s battling with 
whatever he’s about to say. 


“Mostly, Callie, the men I kill are the scum of the earth. Men 
who trade in women’s flesh. Who employ children to sell 
their drugs. Who torture and kill innocent people. My last 
assignment before your father? He was a child pornographer. 
If these men have children then their children are better off 
without them.” 


I’m shocked at the coldness of his logic, but it makes an 
awful kind of sense to me. These are not men | would mourn. 
But then.. 


“So why my father? What could he possibly have done?” 


Andrei shakes his head and | understand now why he was 
battling with himself. What he didn’t want to say. Because if 
my father has a mark on his head by these people, then he 
must have done something too. 


“So you think my dad is involved in something like that?” 


“| hope not. I’m praying not. It may just be a case of simple 
betrayal - the only information | have is he was playing both 
sides. | cannot see David involved in the darker areas.” 


Me neither - but | never thought he was this deeply involved 
either. 


“What do you mean by both sides?” | ask. 
“The Mob and the bratva.” 
“Don’t they do business together anyway?” 


“Sometimes. Sometimes they are rivals. Neither are one 
homogenous group.” 


| nod, although | have little understanding of what he is 
talking about. | realise how little | really know of his world. 
Of my father’s world. No wonder my father was often so 
distant. 


And so over protective. 


| feel sad as | look back over my childhood. Always critical 
and always needing to be in control were traits that 
prevented my father from being the loving father | craved, 
but I’m pretty sure he cares in his own way. | think back to 
all the times since I’ve become an adult that I’ve dismissed 
his concerns and rebelled against his admittedly controlling 
attempts to guide me and wish I|’d attempted to give him 
the benefit of the doubt. There is suddenly so much | want to 
say to him and so many questions | want answers too but 
mostly | just want him to not be killed. | don’t want to lose 
him the way | lost my Mom. To be an orphan. 


As if he knows what I’m feeling Andrei reaches for my hand 
and holds it for a moment before he has to let go to change 
gears. 


“We're going to make it,” he says. He sounds confident. | 
want to believe him, to just relax and be reassured that it’s 
all going to be okay, but the fear that churns in my gut will 
not abated. What if he’s wrong? What if we don’t make it? | 
sit on my hands in an effort to stop the clenching of my fists. 


The worst of it all is that I’m angry too. Angry at my father 
for whatever stupidity he has gotten himself mixed up in. 
How has someone who is seemingly always in control 


managed to get himself into this position? Of, as Andrei put 
it, ‘playing both sides’. For all his faults I’ve never thought of 
him as a duplicitous person. 


I’m beginning to wonder if | really know him at all. 


We're in the city now, speeding past austere looking 
buildings and busy streets, though Andrei is having to slow 
down due to traffic. | bounce in my seat with frustration. 


“How far away are we?” | demand, my breath shallow. | look 
at the cars around me and wonder if my dad’s would be 
killer is in one of them. Who he is and what he looks like. 
Andrei is certain it won’t be another bear, which is some 
comfort - providing Andrei gets to them in time. All of his 
physical prowess and strength will mean nothing if we’re 
simply too late. 


“Please hurry,” | whisper. 


“I’m doing my best Callie,” he says, his eyes intent on the 
road ahead as he slips in between two armoured cars and 
out in front. One of them honks at him. 


It seems like forever before we finally arrive at the 
Magnusson. It looks expensive and grand, the sort of hotel 
my father always stays in. The idea that hitmen are just 
casually walking around chills me to the bone. How much 
goes on in the world all around us, every day, which we 
simply just don’t see? 


Andrei parks around the back in a quiet side street at least a 
five-minute walk away from the entrance. | watch as he slips 
the knife down his back. He reaches into the glove box and 
takes out a snub nosed pistol, smaller than the gun he has in 
his waistband. I flinch as he passes it to me and look at him 
with wide eyes. 


“What is this for?” 


“Just a precaution. You stay here and you keep the doors and 
windows fully locked.” 


| just stare at him, my mouth dry. 


“Callie,” he snaps, “I need to know you understand what I’m 
saying.” 


“| understand,” | snap back. He sighs. 


“I'm sorry. But please, don’t open the door to anyone and 
keep everything locked. You feel at all threatened by anyone 
approaching you, shoot.” 


| look down at the gun in my lap. I’ve seen guns before my 
dad has a selection behind a locked glass cabinet in his 
home office. I’ve never handled one. 


“| just pull the trigger right?” 


He takes it from me and shows me how to do the safety 
before carefully putting it back on and handing it back to 
me. | nod, a cold cobra of fear winding through me. 


“Got it,” | say, more confidently than | feel. 


He leans forward and kisses me, his lips burning against 
mine. My body responds to him instantly and | wind my arms 
around his neck and cling to him, both wanting to keep him 
safe with me but also knowing | need him to go and save my 
father. He pulls away from me and is gone. 


He locks the doors behind him and starts to jog up the road. 
| lean my head back on the seat, sending a silent prayer to 
the heavens. Keep him safe. Keep them both safe. Bring 
Andrei back to me. 


All | can do now is wait. 


I’m sitting drumming my fingers on my thighs when I see a 
man walking up the road through the rear view mirror. He is 
tall and broad with dark hair and there is something familiar 


about the way he moves. | squint into the mirror trying to 
make out the man’s face and as he comes into view | freeze. 


Ivan. 


| sink down into my chair as low as I can go, gripping the 
gun so it is pointing out in front of me. My heart and head 
race. Why is he here? Has he followed us? It cannot just be 
coincidence. 


| wait, holding my breath, for him to approach the car, but 
he doesn’t cross the road. Instead he carries on up ahead, 
his back to me now. Thank God, he hasn’t noticed the car. 


Then | see him turn the same corner that Andrei just went 
around and fear grips me like ice, stealing my breath for a 
moment. 


He’s either following Andrei, which makes no logical sense in 
this situation... 


...or he’s the new killer. 


He’s going to kill my father. And he’s going to come face to 
face with Andrei, who he hates. Although | know Andrei 
doesn’t fear Ivan - if anything it’s the other way around - 
Ivan hates him. And he is certainly a more formidable 
opponent that | imagine any human hitman could possibly 
be. 


What if he gets to my father before Andrei does? 


| sit there for a few more minutes until my resolve 
strengthens. | can’t simply sit here waiting and wondering 
like some damsel in distress. Andrei and my father - for good 
or ill - are all | have. 


Taking a deep breath | get out of the car. | look down at the 
gun in my hand then tuck it in my waistband, pulling my 
blouse down over it and feeling glad | chose something 
loose to wear today. 


Then | jog up the street towards the hotel the way both 
Andrei and Ivan have just gone. | have no idea what I’m 
doing but I can’t just sit and do nothing. 


The hotel lobby is busy with people checking in and out, and 
there’s no sign of either Andrei or Ivan. | look around, 
confused. The lobby is plush, with suited security, 
immaculate receptionists and a huge chandelier. My mouth 
dry | approach one of the receptionists. 


“David Collins?” | ask. “I’m his daughter.” 


She looks at me with complete disinterest before taking her 
time checking his room number on the screen. | bounce from 
foot to foot impatiently. Finally she looks up. 


“Room 108,” she says. 


There’s a queue for the elevator and I can feel myself 
wanting to scream in frustration. | take the stairs, running up 
two at a time. Still no sign of either Andrei or Ivan. 


As | reach room 108, | brace myself for what | might be 
about to find. 


CHAPTER 22 


Andrei 


Twenty minutes earlier 


| walk into the lobby with every sense on alert, taking in 
every bit of information | can, although to a casual observer | 
would seem more relaxed. Like any natural predator we 
bears are good at scoping our environment while remaining 
undercover. Stealth and strength are our assets. | take in the 
security guards, their size, weapons and distance from the 
entrance, elevators and stairs. One of them gives me a 
onceover as | pass and | detect his interest. | smile at him 
and he nods at me. 


| wonder again at Baranovsky’s choice of time and location 
and hope this isn’t some kind of set-up. There is a great deal 
more risk involved in this scenario than my last kill, for 
example. But | can’t see what Baranovsky would gain from 
having me apprehended. It’s more likely he’s sending a 
message to both rival gangs and the Mob. Don’t fuck with 
me. |I can reach you anywhere. The local police here are in 
his pay anyway. I’ve always found it amusing how many top- 
level officials - nearly always men - have secrets and 
proclivities that make them vulnerable to blackmail. 


Humans are so complicated. 


One elevator has just opened and | step in, being very 
careful to keep my face turned away from the camera | know 
is in the corner. A fat man steps in after me, handily 
obscuring the view even further. 


“What floor?” he asks me. 


“Two,” | say shortly. Always best to be cautious, although I’m 
aware I’m playing with the time here. | check my watch. Two 
forty-five. David has fifteen minutes before he has a date 
with a bullet. I’m hoping Baranovsky has rescheduled, which 
means | can warn David and get him out and away from the 
man’s reach, but | doubt it. The man has control issues and 
clearly wants David dead very badly. Again, | wonder what 
the hell has been going on that he has gotten himself in this 
position. For Callie’s sake | hope it isn’t anything too sinister. 
She loves her father despite his many flaws. | feel a rush of 
anger as | remember the way David spoke to her yesterday 
and swallow it down. I’m here to help him. Family conflicts 
will have to wait. 


| step out on the second floor and walk casually down the 
corridor. There is no one around as | double back and take 
the stairs down to the floor below. Luckily David’s room is a 
few doors away from where the first floor stairs come out, 
and there are no cameras directly on it. 


| knock on his door softly, my heart thumping. I’m never 
usually anxious on an assignment more focused on the kill. 
Trying to prevent one is completely different. 


The door opens and David stands there in his dressing gown, 
his hair damp. He must have been in the shower. He looks 
surprised then scowls when he sees me. 


“Andrei? Why are you here?” 


| don’t detect any fear from him. If there is another killer, he 
isn’t here yet. 


| push him back into his room and shut the door behind us. 


“What do you think you’re doing?” he exclaims, his face 
going red with indignation. “Explain yourself or | will call 
security at once.” 


“Shut up David,” | say quietly, although my tone is urgent, 
“and listen to me. You’re in danger.” | see his face pale and 
he sits down on the bed. As | suspected there is more 
resignation at the news than surprise. 


“| wondered if you would find out,” he says, shaking his 
head. 


“| was sent here to kill you,” | say. His eyes go wide with fear 
and disbelief. 


“Don’t worry,” | say, holding up a hand, “when | realised it 
was you | turned it down. I’m here because it’s likely 
someone else will be put in my place.” 


“So you’re here to protect me?” 


“Yes. Not that you deserve it after the way you spoke to 
Callie yesterday.” 


He glares at me, his fears temporarily forgotten. “She’s my 
daughter,” he hisses, “and you were supposed to be my 
friend. | sent her to you to keep her safe...” he trails off, 
realising he has said more than he should. I nod. 


“It was never really about her career was it? You knew you 
were in danger and wanted to make sure she was 
somewhere she would be safe. What happened?” 


“| got involved in things | should never have gone near,” he 
says, shaking his head and looking despairing, “especially at 
my time of life. Dark Web stuff, arms smuggling. Then one of 
the developers | use made me an offer and | couldn’t refuse 
it. | needed the money.” 


| wonder why he needed the money so badly, but | don’t 
have time to ask. 


“So let me guess, you double crossed both sides. Selling 
intelligence?” 


He nods, looking miserable. 


“CIA or the Kremlin?” 


He hangs his head and | know what he’s about to Say. 
“Both.” 


| whistle low under my breath. He must have been 
desperate. 


“Did you really expect not to get caught David? Maybe you 
could have stayed under the radar of the Mob, but Russia is 
a different kettle of fish. Baranovsky has eyes everywhere. 
Even in the Kremlin.” 


David looks as though he might cry. I’m not surprised. Even 
if | can get him away today he’s going to be a marked man 
for the rest of his life. The Clan won’t shelter him after this, | 
already know that. He’s finished. 


“| needed the money,” he says again. Money. Money and 
power, that’s what the worst things mankind can do to each 
other are always about. 


Money has never meant anything to me even though | have 
plenty of it. Power | understand. But power is not something 
| have to bully and hustle and kill for. Power is something we 
have inherently. Human men, on the other hand, will go to 
extreme lengths to hide their own weaknesses at the 
expense of exploiting others. 


That’s not all humans are about though, | think, my mind 
going to Callie. She has taught me what love means. Not 
just the love of kinship or a child for his mother, both of 
which | can feel as both human and bear, but that 
passionate, all-encompassing love they speak about in all 
the great love stories. | thought they exaggerated. Now | 
know. 


And because of how | feel about her | will do everything | 
can to save David from his almost certain fate. 


Even if he doesn’t deserve it. 


| look up at him and catch him staring at me. 
“What?” 


“Do you really love her?” he blurts out. I’m surprised he’s 
thinking of her too even as his life is hanging in the balance 
and see a glimpse of the David | used to know, one who did 
everything for his wife and daughter whether they realised it 
or not. 


“Yes,” | say slowly. “Yes David. | didn’t mean to hurt you. But 
| promise you | will not let her down.” | wish | could explain 
to him what | am and what it means for my future with 
Callie. That | am bonded to her by magic and blood and will 
be with her and only her for the rest of my life. But | can’t 
tell him that. Instead | say. 


“Like she told you. We're getting married.” 
He nods, seemingly resigned. 


“I can’t say I’m completely happy about it. But if you can 
promise me you will look after her...” 


“We look after each other,” | say softly. “She’s stronger than 
you think.” 


David half laughs at that. 


“Yes, | know. Believe me. Her mother was the same but ina 
different way. Callie has a steel in her. | wish I’d nurtured it 
more.” 


“She gets it from you,” | tell him. Or she did | think. He is a 
changed man now. 


“What the hell happened?” | ask and he knows what | mean. 


“When her mother died...| just couldn’t cope. If you truly 
love my daughter Andrei, perhaps you can imagine.” 


| nod. | can imagine. While I don’t believe | would ever be as 
stupid as he has clearly been in his business dealings, | can 


imagine all too well how losing the woman you love would 
rip out your heart. 


“| wasn’t always good to her. | know | could be a hard 
man...” he shakes his head, staring off at something only he 
can see. “| would give anything to see her again.” 


“Perhaps you will,” | say grimly, “but let’s make sure it’s not 
today.” 


There’s a knock at the door and | hear the rattle of a trolley. 


“Room service,” says a gruff voice. It sounds familiar. | roll 
my eyes at the cliché. Whoever Baranovsky managed to pull 
in at the last minute they are clearly a novice. 


David looks at me in terror. 
“| didn’t order anything!” 


“I know.” | take my gun out of my waistband and motion 
towards the bathroom. “Go.” 


David does as | say and | hear him click the lock behind him. 
Futile really but an understandable gesture. | stand 
sideways to the door, gun in my hand, and wait. 


It opens, and a familiar figure walks into the room. | jam my 
gun into the side of his head as he sees me and his eyes go 
wide. 


Ivan. 


CHAPTER 23 


Andrei 


Ublyudok. The bastard. | should have known. | back him over 
to the bed, kicking the door shut behind me. He sits down 
on the bed, glaring at me while I put the gun back into my 
belt, scanning him the whole time for any sudden 
movements. If we fight, it’s not going to be with weapons. 


“So you’re working for Baranovsky now?” | snarl at him. Ivan 
shrugs, trying to seem nonchalant even though I can smell 
the fear on him. He wasn’t expecting to find me here, that 
much is clear. 


“Why not? It’s better than being your office boy. At least 
Baranovsky has some respect.” 


| shake my head. The ungrateful little fuck. 


“Respect,” | say, “are you sure? Because it seems to me he is 
just interested in having his own little pet bear.” 


| can almost see his hackles rise at that and a growl rumbles 
low in his throat. He’s still scared of me but he is still 
desperate to challenge me also. | could have some respect 
for that if he wasn’t such a treacherous little bastard. 


“Why are you even here?” he asks as if it has just occurred 
to him. “Where’s the mark?” 


| shrug, just looking at him. Maybe he'll think it’s me. But 
then | hear a noise from the bathroom and Ivan’s head snaps 
round. | stand in front of him, blocking his path. The plan 
had been to kill Baranovsky’s goon, or maybe just frighten 
him away, and then hopefully negotiate some kind of terms 
for David. In the short time I’ve been in this room it’s 


become apparent this is going to be rather more 
complicated. David’s double crossing would not be allowed 
to go unpunished by any sensible Mafios, if the bratva 
doesn’t get him, either the Americans or the Kremlin will. 
This is big. And the goon isn’t what | expected either. 


In spite of my anger at him | feel almost sad that it has come 
to this. | can’t let Ivan leave this room alive. Even if he had a 
sudden change of heart, he will be on the Clan’s kill list for 
this. Not only has he already betrayed us but he’s now gone 
to work for Baranovsky as some kind of pet assassin, 
jeopardising the long held alliance between bratva and bear. 
All because he couldn’t wait for his own territory. 


“Why are you here?” Ivan snarls. “What’s your stake in this? 
Or are you just following me?” | see a flash of fear in his eyes 
as it occurs to him that my reason for being here could be 
solely to kill him. 


“Baranovsky didn’t tell you? Interesting. | was the original 
hitman for this job.” 


Ivan just looks more confused, then he shrugs. 


“Well you’re not now. Get out Andrei and let me do what I’ve 
come for. We can settle our differences later.” He nods his 
head towards the bathroom door. | wonder if David has tried 
the window. It’s quite a jump down, but wouldn’t kill him. 
The last thing | need is him disappearing. 


“Sorry. Can’t do that.” 


He stands up then, puffing his chest out. Typical Ivan, his 
bravado wins out over the natural fear that could have 
potentially saved him. 


“| have a job to do.” 


“And I’m telling you that you can’t do it. Run back to 
Baranovsky and tell him he wasn’t here.” | don’t know why 


I’m even offering him a chance, but perhaps it’s because | 
already know he won't take it. 


He bares his teeth at me. 


“Fuck you Andrei. You banished me remember? | don’t 
answer to you or the rest of the fucking Clan and | never 
will.” 


“Okay,” | nod my head at him, “lIl send Mikhail your 
regards.” 


He goes pale but stands his ground. 
“I’m not scared of Mikhail.” 


“No? The pungent - and not unpleasant - smell of absolute 
fucking terror that’s coming off you would say otherwise.” 


“Get. Out. Of. My. Way.” He enunciates each word and he’s 
visibly trembling with anger as much as fear. | hope he’s not 
going to try and shift. The hotel rooms have thick walls but | 
don’t think a bear fight is going to go unnoticed. 


“I’m not going to do that.” 
Ivan looks at me calculatingly. 


“Who is he to you, the mark? That’s why you’re here isn’t it? 
That’s why you turned down the job and why you’re here 
trying to stop it.” 


| nod, conceding his point. What I don’t want him to know is 
that David has anything to do with Callie. 


“lam stopping it. | won’t warn you again Ivan stand down.” 


Ivan lets out an unmistakably feral snarl and tries to push 
past me. | throw him back on the bed with little effort and all 
the sinews in my arms are pulsing out as | start to allow my 
power to flow through me, filling me and revealing my true 
strength. 


Ivan lets out a bellow and rushes me, trying to tackle me to 
the ground. | feel him start to shift and | know his intention, 
to try and rip out my throat before | can do anything about 
it. 

As usual Ivan both overestimates his strength and 
underestimates my own. With a roar | throw him off me and 
pin him down with an arm to his throat. I’m about to break 
his neck, quickly and cleanly, when the door opens and a 
familiar figure walks in. 


Callie. 


The moment of hesitation is enough for Ivan to get free and 
with a bellow that summoned all his strength he managed to 
throw me off, and reache Callie before I can. | see her aim 
the gun at him as he comes at her, fear and determination in 
her face and have a moment to register my pride in her, but 
Ivan is too fast. With a speed that must seem like a blur to 
her he grabs her arm so that she drops her gun and pulls her 
in front of him, just a second before I’m on him. | step back, 
knowing he could snap her in an instant. Rage makes a mist 
in front of my eyes and | have to fight not to shift and 
compose myself. 


“Let her go,” | say, enunciating every syllable, “or | will kill 
you, and | won’t make it quick Ivan. l'Il torture you in ways 
that will make Baranovsky look like a saint.” 


Ivan blanches but it’s quickly replaced by a smirk. 


“You were going to kill me anyway. How about you take your 
girlfriend,” he gives Callie a shake and she looks terrified. | 
start towards him but he tightens his grip on her. My heart is 
thumping in my chest. | need to get him to let her go, and 
then I’m going to kill him. If Callie gets hurt I’m going after 
Baranovsky too. Fuck the alliance. 


“Take her,” Ivan continues, “get out of here and let me finish 
the job | was sent here to do.” 


Callie’s eyes go wide. “Leave my father alone,” she croaks 
out defiantly. | close my eyes briefly as Ivan looks confused, 
then realises what’s happening here and laughs quietly 
under his breath. 


“Your father? It’s your father | have to kill?” He looks at me 
with a smirk that only intensifies my rage. Seeing Callie in 
his grip is intolerable, but if | make a move he will kill her. | 
have never felt so helpless before and the feeling is not one | 
welcome. Every nerve ending and muscle is on high alert my 
blood singing in my veins. | want to shift. 


“I'm glad you find it amusing,” | growl at him and my words 
are more growl than speech. “You see now why | cannot let 
you go.” 

Ivan smirks again. He has the upper hand right now and he 
knows it. “And | cannot leave without completing the task | 
was sent for. So it seems we're at something of an impasse.” 


There’s a pause in which time seems to hang in the air. He 
won’t let her go, | know that. 


A click causes the three of us to turn our heads. David has 

stepped out of the bathroom, his hands in the air. The look 
of anguish on his face is one I’ve never seen on him before, 
his features twist almost out of all recognition. 


David looks at Callie. “I’m sorry,” he says simply. Then he 
looks at Ivan. “Let her go,” he says, “and do what you have 
to do. | won’t put up a fight.” 


| stare at him in shock. “Dad, no!” Callie cries out. David 
smiles sadly at her. 


“We all know I’m a walking dead man,” he says almost with 
resignation. “it’s the only way to solve this.” 


Ivan looks at me and our gaze locks for a second. 
“You'll kill me anyway,” he repeats. 


| nod. There’s no point in lying. 


“Yes. But l'Il give you a head start. l'Il get Callie to safety and 
come back for you.” 


Ivan nods back. Callie gasps in horror. 


“Andrei,” she begs and her voice breaks my heart, “please 
don’t do this.” 


Knowing | cannot afford to betray any emotion, | keep my 
eyes on lvan. 


“At this stage David is collateral damage,” | say. Callie closes 
her eyes in distress. 


Ivan weighs up my offer, no doubt wondering if he can trust 
me or not. He knows Callie will be my first priority, not 
David. And what choice does he have? We will all be 
standing here until hotel security turn up at the door. 


“Okay,” Ivan says. David hangs his head as Ivan raises his 
gun to point at him with one hand, releasing Callie with the 
other. 


| have seconds. 


Ivan has already fired the shot before | reach him and throw 
him against the wall, pinning him. The shot goes wide and | 
see Callie scoop up her gun and run to her father’s side. | 
wrench lIvan’s gun out of his hand and throw it, just as he 
delivers a head butt that makes me see stars. | feel my nose 
crunch and the pain forces my shift. 


Now bear, I tackle Ivan to the ground. | feel his skin rippling 

for his own shift but before it can happen | cuff him with my 

giant paw. He slumps to the ground, head lolling to one side, 
and | rip out his throat. It’s as good as a decapitation. 


Ivan is dead. 


| stand up, shifting back. My clothes hang off me in tatters. | 
turn to Callie and David. Her face is white but she has her 


arms around her father, who is shaking and gibbering as he 
stares at me then at Ivan. | sigh. Now David knows our secret 
too. 


Callie locks eyes with me. 


“What do we do now?” she asks. In spite of her pallor her 
voice is even. | like the ‘we.’ We're in this together. 


“We leave,” I say, “and we call Mikhail. Something needs to 
be done with the body.” 


| don’t Know how we will cover this up. 
But right now all | care about is that she’s safe. 


CHAPTER 24 


Callie 


We're back in the car, heading back to Arkhangelsk. My 
father is next to me, staring out of the window in obvious 
shock. Every so often he turns and stares at Andrei as if he is 
expecting him to shift again. God only knows what is going 
through his head. 


Andrei took the fire escape while | walked out of the lobby 
with my father, who was visibly white and shaking. No one 
stopped us to ask what was wrong. Andrei phoned Mikhail 
and all | know is a ‘clean-up’ crew is on their way to deal 
with the body and the hotel manager’s silence has been 
bought. The Clan have resources of their own, separate from 
this Baranovsky whose name | keep hearing. I’m beginning 
to realise just how far and how wide all this stuff reaches. 
There seems to be a plan. | don’t entirely understand it all 
and | don’t want to. | just want to go home. 


I’m still worried what will happen to my father. As far as | can 
make out this Baranovsky wants him dead, which by the 
terms of the alliance means the Clan should too. Except he’s 
now technically Andrei’s father-in-law. | rub my aching head. 
Life has suddenly gotten even more complicated, very 
quickly. 


When we get back to the house, | take my father to the 
dining room while Andrei disappears into his office to speak 
to Mikhail. Marta takes one look at us and decides borscht is 
needed. 


Dad sits opposite me. He looks smaller somehow weaker. 


“He’s a bear?” He says. He’s having trouble processing this, 
a feeling | know all too well. 


“Yes,” | say simply. What else is there to say? 
He just gapes at me. 
“But ...are you...safe with him?” 


“| couldn’t be safer Dad,” | say softly. He looks at me in 
disbelief. 


“Callie, you just nearly had your neck broken.” 
| can’t believe he’s still questioning my choices. 


“Dad,” | say patiently, “I didn’t end up in that situation 
because of Andrei. We were all there because of you.” 


He hangs his head in obvious shame and I’m reminded of 
the way he came out of that bathroom and offered himself 
up to save me. | feel a rush of love for him, in spite of 
everything. 


“I'm sorry,” he says and he looks like he’s going to cry. If 
you'd asked me before | would have said he didn’t have it in 
him. 

“What happened? How did you get so tangled up in all 
this?” 


He sighs and | get the impression he’s not seeing in the 
present but looking off into a past | know little about. 


“After your mother died, | just lost it.” he says quietly. “All my 
drive, everything. You were all | had and | had no idea how 
to be the father you needed. | Know | made you unhappy, 
that | tried to control your choices, and I’m sorry. | saw you 
as a little girl still, but you grew up right under my nose and 
| didn’t even notice.” 


“Its okay,” | say and | realise that it really is. The man who 
sits before me is so broken it’s impossible not to forgive him. 


I’m just glad we got him out alive. 


I’m praying Andrei can figure out a way to keep him that 
way. 


“| started gambling,” he says with a sigh, “and I ran up so 
many debts | had to do something to clear them. That’s 
when | started working both sides. | knew the risks, knew 
what would happen...but | couldn’t let everything | had 
spent my life working for be destroyed. | just couldn’t seem 
to stop...! guess | was too proud to ask for help. I’ve racked 
up a lot of debts Callie, your inheritance won’t be nearly 
what it should be.” 


He looks at me as if that’s the main thing I’m supposed to 
care about. | know he wouldn’t understand if | tried to tell 
him | couldn’t give a toss about his estate and his business 
assets and that | would rather have had a present father who 
cared more about family than status. That’s not the world 
my father lives in. 


“It doesn’t matter,” | say instead. He looks sceptical, as if he 
thinks I’m just being nice given the situation. The only thing 
about his story that has really shocked me is the gambling 
addiction. To know that my father, the most controlled 
person I’ve ever met, lost control so badly is a shock. Yet 
somehow not a surprise. Unable to let himself show his grief 
for my mother, | guess this is how it manifested instead. 


“Your mother would be so ashamed,” he says with a catch in 
his throat and | feel a wave of sadness for him, my mom, all 
of us. 


“Mom loved you Dad she would understand,” | say, Knowing 
it’s true. He just nods, still not looking at me. 


We sit in silence for a while, enjoying Marta’s borscht, and 
then Andrei comes in, his face set and expressionless. | feel 
a stab of panic. My father looks up wearily resigned to 
whatever his fate may be. 


“What’s happened?” | say urgently. 
He pulls up a chair. 


“It’s good news...mostly. We got the clean-up done without 
authorities being alerted. Ivan has disappeared.” 


He says that so casually | shudder. Once again I’m reminded 
of the other side to the Andrei I’ve fallen in love with. Yet it 
could never put me off him. | know I’ve accepted him warts 
and all, especially after the way he put himself on the line 
today for my Dad. For me. | think he would grimace if | said 
it to him, but he really is my hero. 


“So how do you explain that?” | ask, immediately seeing the 
dilemma this presents the Clan with. 


“Mikhail will deal with our bratva contact.” | know he means 
this Baranovsky character. The one who wanted to kill my 
father. “The official story is that lvan taunted me by telling 
me he had been put on the kill in my place so | tracked him. 
That won’t go down well but it is known he was banished 
from our territory. Using him for this was a direct conflict 
with the alliance, so we have the upper hand here in terms 
of protocol. So | went to the hotel with the intention of 
hunting Ivan after he had finished the ‘job’. Sorry, David.” 


My father just shrugs. 


“| got there,” Andrei continues, “to find Ivan had disobeyed 
orders and killed in bear form. Thus leaving evidence of our 
existence. The only way to rectify this was to kill him and 
make both bodies disappear.” 


My father nods slowly. “It’s good. The assignment has 
ostensibly been completed and you were within your rights 
to kill lvan. He may not believe you, but he has little choice. 
Using Ivan in the first place, from the little | now know of 
your ‘Clan’ and the alliance you have with the bratva, was a 
direct affront. So if they want to avoid an all-out conflict with 


the bears, which they obviously do, this is the best outcome 
for everyone and no one loses face.” 


| look from one man to the other, wondering why neither of 
them seems to have noticed the glaring inconsistency in the 
story. 


“But that means you’re officially dead, Dad,” | say hearing 
the exasperation in my voice. “What are we supposed to do, 
hide you in the basement?” 


They exchange glances and | realise there’s something 
Andrei hasn’t explained yet. 


“I imagine,” my father says slowly, “I’m going to have to go 
a lot further than the basement.” 


Andrei nods grimly. 


“Cuba. We have contacts there. We can set you up with a 
place to stay and some legitimate income. But it won’t be 
the lifestyle you’re used to. And Callie,” he turns towards 
me, “it means no contact. As far as you know your father has 
been killed.” 


| swallow the sob that suddenly threatens my throat. It 
makes sense, | suppose. It’s not dissimilar to Witness 
Protection. 


“It’s better than the alternative,” | say firmly, determined to 
be strong for my father’s sake. Andrei exchanges glances 
with me and | know he knows how I’m really feeling. His eyes 
hold a tenderness meant only for me. 


“There will be someone here to take you away within ten 
minutes David, they’re on their way. We need to get you an 
unchartered flight straight to Cuba. It may mean lying low in 
a cargo plane.” 


My father shudders and | almost have to laugh at that. All of 
this life-threatening drama and he still cares about not 
travelling in luxury. 


Andrei shakes hands with my dad and | have to hold back 
tears again. There is so much they can’t say etched on their 
features. 


“Thank you - for everything,” my father tells him. “Take care 
of my daughter.” 


“With my life,” Andrei promises. They embrace in that back- 
patting way men do and then Andrei leaves us alone to say 
goodbye. We only have a few minutes. 


There is nothing left to say and yet everything left to say, so 
instead we hug and | cling to him in the way | always wished 
| could as a child. When we let go his eyes are wet again. 


“You're a beautiful young woman Callie. As soon as it’s safe, 
I'll try and get word to you.” 


“Don’t risk yourself,” | say, but the tears are streaming down 
my cheeks. 


Marta comes in. 


“lam sorry to interrupt. There is a ...small plane...on the 
lawn.” She’s trying her best to not sound shocked. | guess 
this is out of the ordinary even for her. 


| hug my father one last time and then watch him go. As he 
closes the door behind him | breathe a sigh of relief. It’s all 
over. As much as I’m sad, I’m happy too. 


| find Andrei in his office sitting on his leather chair staring 
out of the window. He looks up at me as | come in and walk 
towards him. 


“How are you feeling?” His voice is gentle. He has showered 
and changed into casual pants and a tight black tee that 
shows off his every muscle and he looks good enough to eat. 
He seems thoughtful but relaxed. It’s hard to believe that 


just a few hours ago we were in that hotel room and all hell 
was breaking loose. 


| smile, not sure how to put into words how | feel. 


“Calmer than you would expect,” | say honestly. I’m sad that 
my father has to go so far away, but knowing that he is as 
safe as he can be in his situation and that Ivan is dead and 
can’t ever threaten me again, my primary emotion is one of 
relief. | feel like a line has been drawn and we’re now free to 
get on with our lives together. 


He reaches for me and pulls me onto his lap. We start to kiss 
and | let myself dissolve into his warmth, relaxing into his 
arms and feeling their strength around me. It feels right. It 
feels like home. 


His tongue probes my mouth tentatively and | moan and kiss 
him back harder and more urgently. In the aftermath of all 
the excitement my body feels a sudden need for release. | 
rock my hips in his lap and | feel him go stiff beneath me. He 
lifts his lips off mine and cups my face in one hand, his 
fingers at the nape of my neck. Those intense eyes stare into 
mine. 


“When Ivan had you in his grip earlier.” he shakes his head 
and | see a shadow cross his face, “I thought | was going to 
lose you.” 


“But you didn’t,” | say, entwining his other hand in my own, 
“I'm still here. I’m still yours.” 


He buries his face in my neck, tugging on my hair as he 
kisses the other side of my jaw line and nibbles on my 
earlobe. His lips brush my ears and almost casually he utters 
those words I’ve almost stopped waiting to hear. 


“| love you, Callie Collins,” he says, nibbling down the side 
of my neck and around the front across my collarbone. My 


nipples tighten and harden underneath my shirt as they 
anticipate the feel of his mouth. 


“| love you too,” | gasp as he pulls my top up. | lift my arms 
and he pulls it over my head and tosses it to one side then 
unclips my bra with one hand deftly. | stand up and wriggle 
out of my jeans and panties so I’m standing naked before 
him. He runs his hands down my body with that same look of 
awe he gets every time | undress in front of him. It’s as if 
every time is our first. 


He lifts my hips and places me on the edge of his desk, 
spreading my thighs with one hand. | pull at his pants, 
wanting him inside me and smile as his hard cock springs 
free. He groans as | close my hand around his shaft and 
reaches for me, deftly rubbing my clit and dipping his 
fingers inside me. I’m already wet and | push my hips 
towards him impatiently as his touch on my pussy inflames 
my desire. 


“Andrei, please,” | murmur and his eyes darken with that 
look | already know so well. He slides his cock inside me 
slowly, inch by inch until I’m whimpering and raking his 
back with my nails. | raise my legs and wrap them around 
his back, interlocking my ankles behind him. 


He begins to thrust slowly, watching me the whole time, his 
gaze intent on my face, occasionally dropping to the 
swaying of my breasts or to watch where his cocks enters my 
body. His eyes burn a hot trail over my skin as he locks eyes 
on me again. | pull at his hip, attempting to pull him deeper 
inside me but he keeps his pace steady and completely in 
control as he fucks me slowly on the edge of his desk. | lean 
back on my hands behind me, liquid heat flowing through 
me and pooling in between my thighs. 


He stops his movements and | want to cry out in frustration, 
then he says something I’m not expecting. 


“Marry me Callie.” 

| frown, confused. 

“Aren’t we already married? Clan style?” 
He gives me a rueful smile. 


“Yes. And for me that’s more binding that anything. But | 
know in the human world marriage is important too. It has 
occurred to me how you've done everything our way. | want 
to give you the same. | want to commit to you on every 
level. Be my wife.” 


| gasp in delight. He’s right, it does mean something to me. | 
nod, feeling elated and realise tears are in the corners of my 
eyes. | pull him towards me and kiss him roughly, my hands 
in his hair. He starts to move inside me again, picking up the 
pace now and | clutch the firm cheeks of his ass, feeling his 
muscles clench under my hands as he slides in and out of 
me, his cock slick with my juices. A pulse gathers and grows 
in my groin, concentrating the sensation in my pussy which 
feels like it’s throbbing around him as | come closer and 
closer to my peak. 


Wave after wave of pleasure raids my body and | give myself 
over to them, allowing them to crash through me, building 
up a tidal wave of sensation that hits me with such force | 
hear myself cry out his name as | orgasm. 


He holds me as | shatter around him, then grips my ass and 
lifts me up and on top of him as he sits down in his leather 
chair. | slide my now soaking pussy down the full length of 
his cock and start to grind in his lap, feeling him swell and 
twitch inside me. He’s close and | want to feel it. | want to 
feel him cum inside me, filling me up with his seed. Showing 
me he’s all mine. 


His hands are on my hips, squeezing my flesh and rocking 
me backwards and forwards on top of him. He’s so deep 


inside me | feel fully stretched and full of him. He moves one 
thumb to the front of my body and rubs it across my clit and 
it sends an electric shock of need through my body. 


“Yes,” | moan and he smiles at me. 
“Yes you'll marry me?” he says wickedly. 


| rock us both towards a climax, gasping out my answer 
before | lose the power of speech. 


“Yes,” | moan, closing my eyes, “yes of course l'Il marry you.” 


EP ILOGUE 


Andrei 


Three months later 


Andrei - Three months later 


My heart is pounding as the music starts. | hear a gasp 
escape from the guests and know she’s walking up behind 
me. | swallow down my sudden nerves and turn my head to 
look at her. 


She’s so stunning it takes my breath away. Her hair has been 
swept to one side, falling over one shoulder in a cascade of 
golden curls. The ivory dress she wears fits her like a second 
skin until it reaches her knees where it flows out into a pool 
of silk behind her. How she’s walking so elegantly in it | 
don’t know. | know the dress cost a fortune, but all | can 
think about is peeling it off her body. 


She’s on Alek’s arm with his niece Rosa in front of her as the 
flower girl. She had a hushed phone call this morning that 
left her teary and I know it was David, calling from Cuba. 
He’s not supposed to have contact, but I’m glad he wanted 
to speak to his daughter on her wedding day. | Know it must 
be hard for her to do this with no family, but I’m proud of 
how the Clan has rallied round us to make this special for 
her, even if most of them don’t understand why I’m putting 
myself through this. 


| would never admit it, but I’ve enjoyed myself. When | found 
myself poring over placeholders with her and wondering 
what colour would best match the flowers, it was a reminder 


of just how domestic I’ve become. | had to go for a run in the 
woods for a few hours after that to right myself. 


Watching her walk towards me now | know it’s all been worth 
it. Now not just in the eyes of the Clan but in the eyes of the 
world, we belong together. She’s mine. My mate and my 
wife. 


She reaches me, her eyes glistening with tears of joy and | 
take her hands. I’m barely aware of the minister’s words but 
somehow | manage to repeat my vows back to her, not 
taking my eyes off her for a second. 


| promise to love, cherish and honour her and then kiss her, 
having to hold back from carrying her off to bed right here 
and now. After the reception - thankfully we have only a 
handful of guests so | shouldn’t have to try and be sociable 
for too long - we're staying in a hotel in Moscow tonight and 
flying out to a luxury retreat in the Scottish Highlands for 
our honeymoon. We looked at the Maldives, but | don’t like 
the heat and | need somewhere | can shift without it looking 
too odd if I’m seen. Somehow | don’t think a bear on a beach 
would be a good look. 


| grimace my way through photographs, smile politely at 
Callie’s old university friends and exchange eye rolls with 
Alek. 


Finally, we’re alone. 


The hot tub in our honeymoon suite is huge and | eye it up 
hungrily, eager to feel the water on my skin. Callie smiles 
and walks towards me. 


“Let’s christen it shall we? Unzip me.” 


She turns her back to me and holds up her hair and | unzip 
the length of her dress. It falls away in a rustle of silk and 
she lets her hair drop so it tumbles down the curve of her 
naked back. She turns to me and | growl in appreciation. She 


stands there naked except for a scrap of cream lace over her 
mound, a cream garter belt and nude stockings that 
emphasise her shapely hips and thighs and high peep-toe 
sandals. 


“You look fucking beautiful,” | tell her roughly, pulling her 
towards me. Our mouths meet hungrily and | lift her up, 
carrying her to the hot tub. 


“My stockings!” she squeals as | lower her in. 


“Leave them on,” | say, but pause so she can take off her 
shoes. | undress a she lies back among the bubbles, 
watching her watch me. Her breasts float above the water, 
looking particularly pink and swollen, perhaps from being 
confined in that dress all day. 


But as | reach to caress them | notice her wince. 
“What’s wrong? Are you hurt?” I’m immediately on alert. 


“No, they’re just sensitive,” she says and smiles at me ina 
way | don’t understand. 


“Andrei, I’m pregnant,” she tells me. | stare at her in shock. 
I’m going to be a father. 


And unlike my own childhood, | will be here for my child. Our 
child. | tip her face to me and kiss her softly. 


My mate, and my wife. 
| couldn’t be happier. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


Callie 


Five years later 


“Tomek! Leave your sister alone!” | have to suppress a smile 
when my son turns round in the act of stealing Lucy’s 
dummy and pouts at me. 


“You look just like your father,” | tell him, going over to them 
and scooping him up in my arms. He wriggles away, 
annoyed. At just over four and about to start school, he’s 
decided he’s too big for kisses. | exchange glances with 
Maria, our au pair, who chuckles at him. Lucy meanwhile at 
eighteen months is oblivious and carries on with her finger 
painting, dummy still safely in mouth. 


| watch Tomek run round the room roaring, pretending to be 
some animal or another, and wonder if he will become even 
more like his father when he hits puberty. Knowing my son 
could inherit the ability to turn into a bear at the same time 
he begins to turn into a man is unnerving to say the least, 
but I trust Andrei to give him the guidance he needs. The 
children are being brought up in the bosom of the Clan and 
will not have to suffer any revelations or be taken away from 
their families or the world they’ve grown up in. We are so 
blessed. 


Already | can see the differences in them, the paranormal 
blood that flows through their veins. They are never ill, 
never bruise in spite of the usual falls that children have. 
Tomek’s pre-school teacher regularly exclaims at his 
robustness. 


My heart feels like it will burst with love as | watch them play 
and | would like to stay in the nursery room with them all 
day, but | have work to do. I’m the director of our software 
company now along with Andrei and have put a lot of work 
into making us a legitimate firm. Andrei of course remains 
bratva, but | keep out of his business dealings. Anything | 
need to know, he tells me. 


Occasionally | get a hurried call from my father. Cuba seems 
to be suiting him. He runs a bar, of all things, and has 
married a Cuban woman who by all accounts adores him. I’m 
happy for him, and we’re making plans to take the children 
to visit, but of course we have to be careful. 


| let myself into the office and go to the window, gazing out 
at the woods. Their beauty never fails to take my breath 
away. Andrei has been out there all afternoon, patrolling his 
territory. 


| see a figure approaching from behind the trees and know 
it’s him, clad only in a loose pair of pants that he takes to 
change into after his shift. As he gets closer | admire his 
physique and marvel at the fact that after five years 
together the sight of him can still take my breath away. I’m 
as in love with him now as I was in the beginning, if not 
more so. 


He sees me watching as he approaches and raises his hand 
in greeting. | wave back, feeling the grin that crosses my 
face. Life is sweet. Managing a multi-million dollar company 
while juggling two small children and living with a man who 
is literally wild is never easy, but | wouldn’t change a thing. 


He blows mea kiss, and | blow one back. My husband, my 
love. The father of my children. 


My mate. Bonded for life. 


A MAN WHO KNOWS WHAT HE WANTS 


Book 1: 


Book 2: 


Baby Lust 
Veteran 


Book 3: 


Book 4: 
Book 5: 


Built 
Bambino 
Rescued 


Book 6: 


Book 7: 


Leader 
Professor 
Burned 


Book 8: 


Book 9: 


Worldly 


Book 10: 


Book 11: 


Pistol 
Policed 


Book 12: 
Book 13: 


Book 14: 
Book 15: 


Driven 

Lucky 13 
Lumberjacked 
Protector 





Book 16: 


Book 17: 
Book 18: 


Carpenter 
Italian Stallion 
Gardener 


Book 19: 


Book 20: 


Budapest Billionaire’s Virgin 
Billionaire’s Babysitter 


Book 21: 


Book 22: 
Book 23: 
Book 24: 


Cocky CFO 
Fireman's Filthy 4th 
Mechanic 

SEAL’s Secret 


Book 25: 


Book 26: 
Book 27: 
Book 28: 
Book 29: 


Police, Pooch, and Smooch 
Fireman’s Fake Fiancée 
Billionaire’s Virgin Ballerina 
Bitcoin Billionaire’s Babysitter 
Veterans Day Daddy 





Book 30: 


Book 31: 
Book 32: 


Cowboy’s Christmas Carol 
Police Officer’s Princess 
Statham 


Book 33: Bodyguard 
Book 34: Greek God | 








Book 36 : Moline. Man” 
Book 37: SEAL’s Justice 





Book 38: Royal Romance 
Book 39: Doctor Mountain Man’s Special Delivery 





Book 40: Crocodile Dan D 
Book 41: Mountain Man’s Secret Baby 
Book a2 boctor Bad Boy’s Secret Baby 





ook 43: Cop's Babysitter 
Book eTe TEN for the Cop Next Door 
Book 45: Small Town SEAL’s Saving Grace 
zak A Sons S Fake AE 












B a l 52: F “iref sce ve Profesor 
Book: 53. Soldier’ s Secret Baby 


Ook 4: Ward. s TA e Day. 


Book 5 6 : TEENA | Poli iceman 
Book 57: Coached by the MMA Fighter 
Book 58: Boss” S a een 














Book 66: F ) 
Book 67: Love ry TP i 





Book 69: Possessive Firefighter 
gs EST a 





Book 77: Possessive Boston Irish American MMA Fighter 
Book 18: Halloween Next Lec: 






Book Te See | 
Book 81: Cop's Caribbean Captive 
Book 82: Sera lzang 








Book 84 E iig a vith s Boss 
Book 85: Possessive Italian Neighbor 
Book 86: Possessive Portuguese 








Back Kaa a Doctor s Christmas 
Look 90: Possessive Parisian Pilot 
| 1: U.K. Boxing Day 





Book 92: Jealous Russian Stalker 
Book 93: Italian Mountain Man 
Book 2a ERRESA Russian 

i i , alent 





BOOK 06: TEEN Hune 

Book 97: Dad’s Russian Mafia Friend 
Book 98: Russian Teacher 

Book 99: Australian Obsession 

00: Russian Next Door 

Book 101: Dad's Irish Friend 

Book 102: Nanny for the Russian Mafia 
Book 103: Best Friend’s Dad 

Book 104: Basketball Babymaker 




















Book 110: 7i S TEEN Mafia Friend 
Book 111: Dad's Football Friend 


BRATVA BEAR SHIFTERS 


Book 1: Dad’s Russian Mafia Bear Best Friend 


NEWSLETTER 


Be the first to know when new books are available. 


Get the occasional freebie. 


Join my mailing list by clicking on the link below... 


Click here ==> Get on the list 


